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    Introduction


    
      Martijn Icks, Sergei A. Samoilenko, Jennifer Keohane, and Eric Shiraev
    


    
      Character assassination is all around us. In June 2015, The New York Times published an article entitled
      “The 337 People, Places and Things Donald Trump Has Insulted on Twitter: A Complete List.”1 Among the attacks then-presidential candidate Trump launched at opponents and critics, we
      find such slurs as “a disaster candidate” (aimed at Mitt Romney), “a total embarrassment to himself and his
      family” ( Jeb Bush), a “waste of time” (Bernie Sanders) and “FAILED ALL OVER THE WORLD” (Hillary Clinton).
      Character attacks launched by other individuals may be more subtle, but they are no less deadly. It is
      remarkable, for instance, how many Russian critics of Vladimir Putin’s regime have been accused of numerous
      personal transgressions, scorned in the government-controlled media, and eventually silenced before they could
      stir up too much trouble for the government.
    


    
      Such personal attacks are an important feature of today’s world of expanding media, social networks and other
      forms of modern communication. When we switch on our TV, visit a news website, glance at our Facebook page or
      check our Twitter account, we almost instantly witness accusations and ridicule aimed at prominent individuals.
      One presidential candidate takes a swipe at another in a televised debate. Reporters try to bring down a party
      leader with allegations of personal wrongdoings, bigotry or greed. Endless swarms of memes make the rounds on the
      Internet, heaping scorn on politicians, CEOs, religious leaders and celebrities alike. Nor is there any sign that
      the continuous stream of vicious comments, angry tweets and scathing cartoons is nearing the point of exhaustion.
      If anything, character attacks seem only to have increased in frequency and harshness in recent years, especially
      in the domain of politics.
    


    
      While it is possible that the frequency of personal attacks has reached unprecedented levels in the age of
      YouTube, Facebook and Twitter, character assassination is by no means a new phenomenon. As an old American saying
      goes, it is “old like Mississippi mud.” In ancient Rome, the orator Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BCE) received
      prudent advice from his brother2 when he was running for the office of consul.
      The candidate was urged to put on a good show for the masses, and told “it also would not hurt to remind them of
      what scoundrels your opponents are and to smear these men at every opportunity with the crimes, sexual scandals
      and corruption of their way of living” (Quintus Cicero, How to Win an Election, 52–53). Judging from his
      surviving speeches, Cicero had no problem doing just that. A generation later, the future emperor Augustus (63
      BCE-14 CE) was so successful in destroying the reputations of his rivals for the domination of the Mediterranean,
      Queen Cleopatra of Egypt and her Roman consort Mark Antony, that their names are
      synonymous with Oriental extravagance, wild orgies and drunkenness to this day (Borgies, 2016).
    


    
      Numerous emperors, kings, popes, generals and scholars have shared a similar fate throughout the ages. Whatever
      the flaws and crimes of King Vlad the Impaler, Queen Bloody Mary and the “Iron Duke” of Alba may have been, their
      very nicknames indicate that they became the victims of successful character assassination campaigns. Such
      campaigns may have been fought with pamphlets, engravings and whispered slanders rather than with tweets and
      televised ads, but they were no less effective for all that. Among the most famous historical targets is the
      French consul, later emperor and conqueror Napoleon Bonaparte (r. 1799–1814), who became the focus of a
      wide-ranging propaganda campaign in British media, including pamphlets, ballads and cartoons. Although Napoleon
      was accused of all kinds of cruelties and atrocities, perhaps the most devastating attack was the creation by
      cartoonists of “Little Boney,” a caricature of the French leader as a small man with a preposterously large hat,
      turning him from a serious threat into a toy soldier (Burrows, 2005, p. 129). Likewise, skillful character
      assassins painted King William III as “King Gorilla,” Chinese Empress Dowager Cixi as a ruthless, conniving
      despot and Soviet politician Leon Trotsky as a traitor and death-bringing demon.
    


    
      In our previous works, we have shown that character assassination is a ubiquitous phenomenon, found in a great
      variety of times and places, and taking on a great variety of forms. While many of its particular features change
      from one culture to the next, and are shaped by the chosen medium and intended audience, character assassination
      also has more universal aspects that remain remarkably constant across ages and cultures. These include the use
      of stigma, stereotypes and taboos, the implicit or explicit appeals to morality, the mixing of truth and
      falsehood, and direct insults, to name just a few.
    


    
      Yet character assassination as a cross-cultural phenomenon has rarely been the focus of academic study. This is
      not to say that the topic has escaped scholarly attention. On the contrary, many studies have focused on the
      deconstruction or even rehabilitation of the images of “bad” rulers, ranging from Nero to Nixon. Others have
      analysed the use of ad hominem arguments in rhetoric, examined practices of negative campaigning in
      business and politics, or tried to determine which psychological and social factors make people inclined to
      believe bad things about other people. Often, however, these studies are limited to a particular country or
      culture, or even to a particular case. Scholars have rarely thought about character assassination on a conceptual
      level, as a complex social, political, and psychological phenomenon. They have rarely tried to establish its
      defining features and to develop a unified theoretical framework.
    


    
      Studying Character Assassination


      
        In 2011, ancient historian Martijn Icks and political psychologist Eric Shiraev organised an interdisciplinary
        colloquium on character assassination at the University of Heidelberg, Germany. This colloquium, which brought
        together historians, political scientists and political psychologists to discuss character assassination as a
        historical and cross-cultural phenomenon, generated many exciting ideas and made it plain that this was a
        fruitful field. The resulting volume, Character Assassination throughout the Ages (2014), explored
        personal attacks from the ancient Romans to modern times and was the first study devoted to this topic since
        Jerome Davis’s Character Assassination (1950). Far from being the definitive study of practices of
        defamation, the book was intended as a starting point for further discussion. Among other things, it led to the
        foundation of the Research Lab for Character Assassination and Reputation Politics (CARP), hosted at George
        Mason University, Virginia. In this lab, Icks and Shiraev joined forces with communication scholar Sergei
        Samoilenko and rhetoric expert and researcher Jennifer Keohane to stimulate the study
        of character assassination from an interdisciplinary perspective, taking account of its historical as well as
        communicative, rhetorical, social and psychological aspects. Two conferences dedicated to character
        assassination and reputation management, hosted by the CARP research team, have so far been held at George
        Mason University in March 2017 and 2019.
      


      
        In addition to studying character attacks at the theoretical and empirical levels, we also pose the question of
        how the targets or victims of these attacks can best defend their reputations. We focus on how individuals can
        try to prevent, limit or repair damage. Next to research, the CARP Lab is devoted to teaching about character
        assassination, aimed not only at university students, but also at the wider public. Finally, we are working and
        testing methodology to conduct risk assessments for public figures who are concerned about their reputations.
      


      
        This handbook represents the next step in our interdisciplinary study of character assassination. Many of its
        contributors have attended the 2017 conference at George Mason University. Their expertise ranges across a wide
        variety of fields, including Communication Studies, Rhetoric, Political Psychology and History. Despite this
        wide range, they all contribute to the central goals of this book, which are the following:
      


      
        	1) To examine character assassination as a cross-cultural phenomenon in a wide variety of historical and
        cultural contexts;


        	2) To explore the validity and usefulness of various definitions of character assassination, some not
        limited to attacks on individuals; as a result, to suggest a consolidated definition for current and future
        research;


        	3) To offer and discuss specific as well as interdisciplinary methodologies for the study of character
        assassination; and


        	4) To explore various strategies public figures can employ to defend, manage and repair their
        reputations.

      

    

    
      Volume Structure


      
        This handbook is composed of five parts featuring a mosaic of academic topics, disciplines and countries. The
        volume attempts to reconcile the dialectical nature of character assassination and reputation management
        scholarship by examining human interactions in particular historical and cultural contexts defined by
        constantly evolving media environments.
      


      
        Part I, Theoretical Perspectives, explores
        character assassination and reputation management (CARM) on a theoretical level, examining their basic features
        as well as the psychological and cross-cultural aspects of CA.
      


      
        In Chapter 1, Character Assassination: Theoretical Framework, the
        editors—Martijn Icks, Eric Shiraev, Jennifer Keohane and Sergei Samoilenko—provide a unifying framework for CA
        scholarship by identifying “character” and “character assassination” as distinct from other related concepts.
        The authors highlight the strategic nature of character assassination based on five pillars: the
        attacker, the target, the media, the audience and the context. The
        interactional dynamics of character attacks are represented in terms of scope, timing,
        momentum, direction and opacity. Finally, they introduce seven methods that are generally
        employed by perpetrators to attack their targets.
      


      
        In Chapter 2, Inoculation Theory against/as Character Assassination,
        Josh Compton explores inoculation to understand how inoculation messaging might be used both to protect
        against character assassination and function as character assassination. Compton introduces the
        concept of image prepare, a synthesis of image repair and inoculation theories, as another form of
        protection against character attacks.
      


      
        In Chapter 3, The Traumatic Psychological Impact
        of Character Attacks on Targets, Eric Shiraev and Olga Makhovskaya emphasise the importance of political
        psychology to CA research. The psychological impact of character attacks resembles the factors contributing to
        stress, acute traumatic disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder and the individual coping mechanisms for
        dealing with stressful or traumatic events. The chapter discusses direct and indirect types of psychological
        impacts, as well as active and passive mechanisms of coping and adjustment applied to CA victims.
      


      
        In Chapter 4, Character Assassination as a Structurational Phenomenon,
        Sergei A. Samoilenko discusses character assassination from the sociocultural perspective. He argues that
        strategic actors use CA practices in order to attain goals within social groups and institutions. These
        practices become integrated into social structure, routinised through everyday narratives, and later
        legitimised through sustained norms and sanctions. Hence, CA both facilitates power contests across social
        fields and reproduces and sustains certain arrangements and hierarchies in groups and organizations. As a
        result, CA is not only a means of domination but also one of transformation and change.
      


      
        In Chapter 5, Cross-Cultural Comparisons of Character Assassination,
        Eric Shiraev advocates for a cross-cultural approach to CA research, attempting to distinguish between
        different groups and times, and to establish behavioural and psychological characteristics of individuals and
        groups. The author discusses the proposed approach within several dichotomies, including
        collectivism-individualism, high and low power distance, high and low uncertainty orientation, high and low
        tightness, and high and low traditionalism. The chapter concludes that key methods of character assassination
        display consistent patterns. At the same time, people refine and enhance character attacks according to the
        norms and traditions of their time and culture.
      


      
        Part II, The National and International Dynamics of
        Character Assassination, features a collection of studies analysing the dynamics of CA events and
        interactions as defined by local or international realities. Each chapter demonstrates that cultural
        idiosyncrasies define the strategies and tactics of character assassination in every social and political
        context.
      


      
        In Chapter 6, Character Attacks on Dutch Revolutionary Adam Gerard Mappa
        (1754–1828), Edwina Hagen emphasises that “character” is a concept that has varied in meaning over time.
        Using the example of the Dutch Patriot and colonel Adam Gerard Mappa during the “Age of Democratic
        Revolutions,” Hagen argues that what was socially acceptable in the Netherlands often did not correspond to
        social norms in the United States. Despite Mappa’s identity as a global citizen, his international character
        traits were not as portable as his physical person. In particular, his soldierly virtue and piety were valued
        differently among various groups on both sides of the Atlantic.
      


      
        In Chapter 7, Character Assassination in the Soviet Union and Russia,
        Ekaterina Egorova and Elizaveta Egorova examine the country’s specifics by using both historical and
        psychological analyses. They examine three historical timeframes: the Stalinist regime (1922–1953), the
        Brezhnev-Andropov era (1964–1985) and Putin’s Russia (2000-present). Each time period is recognised for
        particular personal characteristics of the nation’s leader, including his belief system, attitude towards the
        opposition and style of governance.
      


      
        In Chapter 8, Character Assassination of Activists in Egypt: ElBaradei as
        a Target, Alamira Samah Saleh seeks to understand what it takes to be a political activist, a political
        reformer or a prospective presidential candidate in Egypt when facing character assassination. The chapter
        reveals the nature of political struggle in Egypt, which is associated with unprecedented practices of
        political defamation, spreading rumours and other tactics used by the media against activists.
      


      
        In Chapter 9, Character Assassination and the Contemporary Anti-corruption
        Campaign in the Chinese Military, Zi Yang investigates the attacker, medium and techniques employed in the
        Chinese military’s anti-corruption campaign. In Xi Jinping’s charge against the
        military, character assassination played an important role in turning public opinion against corruption
        suspects and garnering popular support for the Chinese leader.
      


      
        In Chapter 10, Character Attacks by Dutch Populist Radical Right Leader
        Geert Wilders, Stijn van Kessel argues that a search for character assassins in contemporary Western
        politics quickly leads to actors with a populist character, who make a normative distinction between the “good”
        people and the “immoral” elites. Character attacks are a natural part of populist party discourse. This Chapter
        focuses on Geert Wilders, leader of the populist radical right (PRR) Freedom Party in the Netherlands. It
        describes Wilders’s main targets, the way he sought to damage their reputations and the effectiveness of his
        attacks. This case study suggests that specific targets can shift depending on political context and
        opportunities.
      


      
        In Chapter 11, Ad Hominem Attacks in Greek Politics: The Case of the 2015
        Referendum, Athanassios N. Samaras, Kyriakos Kolovos and Niki Papagianni examine the use of ad
        hominem strategies in their analysis of strategic political communication in the context of three Greek
        parliamentary discussions of the EU-related referendum. The chapter provides an extensive view of the Greek
        party system following the notorious financial crisis and the 2015 referendum. The authors suggest the use of
        ad hominem strategies by political parties brought the grammar of binary opposition back into the
        political life of Greece.
      


      
        In Chapter 12, The Role of Propaganda in the Character Assassination of
        World Leaders in International Affairs, Greg Simons explores linkages between political marketing,
        propaganda and character assassination within the specific context of projections of world leaders caught in
        crises that are embodied in iconic events in international affairs. The author investigates any common means of
        attacking a world leader’s intangibles within the context of international events.
      


      
        Part III, Individual and Collective Targets,
        explores the focus of character attacks aiming at individuals vs. groups. Previous research (Icks and Shiraev,
        2014) demonstrates that individuals often serve as intermediaries during CA events, as their challenged
        reputations become a means to damage an organisation, movement or idea they represent. Several chapters in this
        section argue that organisations and groups also have “character,” and advocate for the term “character
        assassination” to be applied to non-individual entities.
      


      
        In Chapter 13, Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund as Evil Empresses in the
        Historiographic Tradition, Martijn Icks explores how historians acted as character assassins of imperial
        women in ancient and early medieval times. In particular, the author analyses the hostile portrayals of the
        Roman empress Agrippina the Younger, the Byzantine empress Theodora and the Merovingian queen Fredegund in
        Tacitus’s Annals, Procopius’s Secret History and Gregory of Tour’s History of the Franks,
        respectively. Many of the character attacks against these women relate to their gender, ranging from bad
        motherhood and the domineering of husbands to witchcraft and uncontrolled sexuality. Thus, these historians
        undermined the reputations of Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund in order to set and guard strict
        socio-political norms for women in prestigious and influential positions.
      


      
        In Chapter 14, The Character Assassination of Marie-Antoinette: Defamation
        in the Age of the French Revolution, Simon Burrows deliberates on the complex dynamics of character
        assassination of France’s Austrian-born Queen Marie-Antoinette. It was triggered by the ambitions and
        jealousies of courtiers and revolutionary plotters, and aggravated by the actions of the queen, who was
        implicated in a series of real and imaginary conspiracies. Her reputation was scarred long after these
        calumnies pursued her to the revolutionary tribunal and death under the blade of the guillotine.
      


      
        In Chapter 15, Argumentum ad Carricare as a Mode of Character Attack: Alec
        Baldwin as Donald Trump on Saturday Night Live, Christopher Gilbert examines Alec Baldwin’s caricature of
        Donald Trump on the American late-night TV show Saturday Night Live. Gilbert
        argues that Baldwin’s performance of caricature attack uses mimicry of the president’s words and deeds as a
        judgment on “true” character. The chapter notes that Baldwin-as-Trump proves the rhetorical force of caricature
        to be an artful means of giving personal failings a public face.
      


      
        In Chapter 16, Corporate Character Assassination and Crisis
        Communication, Timothy Coombs and Sherry Holladay argue that modern organisations, like individuals, can
        suffer the deliberate destruction of their credibility and reputation through character attacks. This chapter
        seeks to elaborate on the idea of corporate character assassination and locate it within the strategic
        communication practice of crisis communication.
      


      
        In Chapter 17, Country Reputation Assassination during the Greek
        Memorandum Re-Negotiations, Neofytos Aspriadis, Emmanouil Takas and Athanassios Samaras apply the concept
        of character assassination to countries within the field of international relations. They argue that
        international political leaders frequently attempt to delegitimise or weaken the social standing of another
        country’s presence in the international system. The authors analyse the dynamics of the Greek-German political
        discourse during the re-negotiation of the Greek rescue plan memorandum in 2015.
      


      
        Part IV, Strategies of Attack and Defence,
        dwells on the strategic nature of character assassination, i.e., the idea that crafting a deliberate attack
        requires a careful examination of the situation, the personal attributes of the target, and its strengths and
        weaknesses. The targets, however, are not always passive victims who crumble in the face of a serious
        challenge. They actively defend their reputations and even strike back under the right circumstances.
        Importantly, both attackers and targets can select from a list of strategies of attack and defence discussed in
        this section.
      


      
        In Chapter 18, The Fight for Public Opinion and Memoria in the Early Roman
        Principate, Florian Krüpe discusses an essential issue of day-to-day politics during the early Roman Empire
        of the first and second centuries CE, namely how to deal with political opponents. Critics and oppositionists
        were discredited, exiled or accused of (alleged) lèse majesté and sentenced. But despite the uneven
        distribution of power, the goal of these attacks was regularly missed: the authors and the banned books
        retained an enormous attraction; their names and fates were remembered.
      


      
        In Chapter 19, The Rhetorical and Ethical Implications of Character
        Assassination in the Age of McCarthy, Jennifer Keohane examines the 1954 CBS exchange between journalist
        Edward R. Murrow and Senator Joseph McCarthy, which represented an important moment for television in the Cold
        War. The author suggests that Murrow’s argument succeeded due to the rhetorical savvy with which he enacted his
        prior ethos. McCarthy’s ignored response, aired one month later, sidestepped the important issues of his
        investigation methods. In his wandering rejoinder, McCarthy enacted components of Murrow’s argument while
        failing to meet his burden of proof. The author concludes that a thorough assessment of character assassination
        needs to consider prior ethos, intrinsic ethos and procedural ethos.
      


      
        In Chapter 20, Character Assassination and the Nixon White House,
        Maureen Minielli surveys Nixon’s preoccupation with the media and identifies a number of strategies that the
        White House used to counter character attacks in the media. Manipulative strategies like calculated leaks,
        media favouritism and punishments expose the lengths to which a leader will go to in order to protect his or
        her reputation and retaliate against negative media reporting.
      


      
        In Chapter 21, Character Assassination and Persuasive Attack on CBS’s Face
        the Nation, William Benoit classifies the types of character attacks on Donald Trump in 2016 by applying a
        theory of persuasive attack. This typology is illustrated here with attacks on Donald Trump from Republican
        presidential primary candidates’ appearances on the American political interview show Face the Nation in
        2016. Benoit shows that messages against Trump asserted that he possessed traits that were then defined as
        offensive.
      


      
        In Chapter 22, Reductio ad Hitlerum as a New Frame
        for Political and Geopolitical Conflicts, Marlene Laruelle observes a growing strategy, Reductio ad
        Hitlerum, or an attempt to invalidate someone else’s position on the basis that the same view was held by
        Adolf Hitler. More emotional than analytical, the deployment of Reductio ad Hitlerum allows for
        vilifying enemies and celebrating one’s own moral high ground. This hyperbole reveals the extent to which the
        Nazi period remains a critical compass in all Western societies to define the good and the bad. The author
        concludes that this current trend of trivialising references to Hitler has dangerous repercussions for
        political life and civic consensus.
      


      
        In Chapter 23, Show Trials in Communist Countries: Psychology of the
        Ultimate Cases of Character Assassination, Martina Klicperová-Baker examines the process of show trials,
        which involve smearing the character of an innocent victim who is accused, forced to public “confession,” and
        then executed. The chapter presents a brief history of show trials, focusing particularly on religious witch
        trials and on the trials arranged by the Communist Party in the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia. The chapter
        weighs in on the significance of show trials and pseudo-show trials for current politics and media.
      


      
        Part V, The Cultures of Emerging Media, includes
        chapters that explore how constantly developing channels and means of communication result in new media
        environments that normalise the culture of attack and defence and encourage uncivil behaviour. Every new medium
        possesses an agency of its own, helping some attacks to spread while ignoring others.
      


      
        In Chapter 24, Character Assassination in Reformation Propaganda,
        Scott Dixon and Anita Traninger discuss the effects of Reformation polemics when, throughout the sixteenth
        century, Lutherans, Catholics and eventually Calvinists traded barbs with each other in their efforts to
        proclaim the truth of their faith and sway opinion. On the broader historical stage, it contributed to over a
        century of confessional warfare. In the sudden surge in religious debate that followed Martin Luther’s posting
        of the Ninety-Five Theses in 1517, Germany became the battleground for the defenders of the Catholic
        Church and the exponents of the new theology of Wittenberg. Though at first sticking to the format of
        scholastic debate, Luther and his followers soon began to attack their opponents using the range of media
        created by the print revolution, using texts and images as well as new hybrid forms of ridicule, satire and
        slander that drew from the traditions of medieval anticlericalism and popular culture.
      


      
        In Chapter 25, Late Night TV Humor and the Culture of Ridicule, Robert
        Lichter and Stephen Farnsworth address how politics, journalism and TV entertainment have normalised personal
        ridicule as a backdrop for character assassination in political discourse by analysing the role played by
        comedians on late night television talk shows. The paper demonstrates how the comedians’ growing use of
        political material—and the growing media attention they received—made political humour a staple of political
        discourse. Thus, although late night hosts rarely engage in character assassination themselves, they have
        emerged as a new element of a political culture that emphasises personal ridicule and is a breeding ground for
        intemperate or unjustified personal attacks.
      


      
        In Chapter 26, Character Assassins and Moral Entrepreneurs: Social Media
        and the Regulation of Morality, Chris Ingraham and Joshua Reeves argue that shaming is a modality of
        character assassination in participatory media environments. Online shaming, they contend, is not just an
        emotion, but instead a political technology. The authors conclude that in this present conjuncture of cultural
        and technological development, moral policing itself is the greater social danger. The emergence of a
        peculiarly digital brand of high-octane moralism can be applied indiscriminately in the name of safety,
        security and moral purity.
      


      
        In Chapter 27, Psychological Traits of Character Assassins: Studies in
        Cyber-Aggression, Olga Bogolyubova explains how psychology can contribute to CA scholarship. Specifically,
        psychological models and theories can explain and predict engagement in
        cyber-aggression. This chapter draws from research on moral disengagement, described as a cognitive
        mechanism that facilitates the perpetration of harmful behaviours by ordinary people.
      


      
        In Chapter 28, Character Assassination as Scapegoating: The Dentist Who
        Killed Cecil the Lion, Casey Schmitt explores collective character attacks on the Minnesota dentist who
        shot a lion while on safari in Zimbabwe. Schmitt argues that the attacks on the dentist are a form of scapegoat
        ecology, a mode of character attack that problematically displaces social concern for environmental causes. The
        author concludes that by focusing public attention mostly or solely on those few particularly terrible
        individuals among us, we perpetuate a sense that they are responsible for social ills instead of the systems or
        communities that enable micro-level, daily infractions leading or contributing to those ills.
      


      
        In Chapter 29, Character Assassination by Memes: Mosquitos versus
        Elephants, Jens Seiffert-Brockmann explores how Internet memes can be used to destroy an individual’s
        reputation. Starting with the importance of reputation for political society, the chapter discusses how
        character assassination by memes differs from more traditional CA methods. The chapter then outlines a
        methodological approach to studying memes as CA, before providing an analysis of Internet memes that surfaced
        in the weeks before the 2016 US presidential elections.
      


      
        The final chapter by the editorial team draws key takeaways from the discussed chapters and provides
        suggestions for future research.
      


      
        In sum, this interdisciplinary volume demonstrates the significance of character assassination as a tool for
        influence across historical eras, national and international contexts, and readily adaptable to emerging media
        technologies. While character assassination has become a hot topic in scholarly and political circles, it is
        not a new phenomenon. It is our hope that this volume advances the ability to systematically study character
        assassination from multiple perspectives. In the next chapter, we define our terms and provide a unifying
        theoretical orientation to character assassination.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. The list continues to be updated since its initial publication. It can be
        found at www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/01/28/upshot/donald-trump-twitter-insults.html.
      


      
        2. While there is some debate over the authorship of this text, it is
        generally accepted as an ancient source and thus as reflecting the political customs of the time.
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      Introduction


      
        For years, researchers and practitioners from different fields such as sociology, political science, history,
        management and crisis communication have been interested in issues related to character assassination (CA).
        Individuals, public institutions and corporations spend significant time, energy and money defending against
        character attacks and attempts on their reputation. Moreover, there is still no holistic picture of CA as a
        complex social phenomenon. Scholarly knowledge of CA is fragmented, scattered and illustrated by numerous
        seemingly unrelated case studies. There is very little understanding of what CA means and how it appears across
        disciplinary, cultural and political boundaries. This introductory chapter is a joint attempt to offer a
        theoretical rationale for studying character assassination as an integrative and interdisciplinary field of
        academic inquiry.
      


      
        The contemporary media environment is conducive to incivility, especially where political communication is
        concerned. The prevalence of character-centred competition in political discourse legitimises the use of
        character assassination (Icks et al., 2017). As a result, the importance of understanding character
        assassination will only continue to grow. We argue, correspondingly, that a unified lexicon for discussing the
        hallmark features of character attacks will be necessary to push forward research into this phenomenon. While
        the specific aspects of character attacks that are most interesting to researchers will likely vary from
        discipline to discipline, our goal is to provide both a flexible lexicon and a theoretical toolbox for
        inquiries into character assassination. We offer the framework laid out in this chapter as only a beginning to
        the conversation, while the contributors to this volume expand on, challenge and confirm some of the insights
        that we have identified here.
      


      
        To further the construction of a unifying framework for the study of CA, this chapter first defines character,
        then provides definitions of character assassination and distinguishes it from other, related concepts. We
        highlight the strategic nature of the phenomenon, then discuss five pillars that we believe are necessary to
        consider in a thorough analysis of a character attack, and finally introduce some of its dynamics and methods.
      

    

    
      On Character


      
        Before the 1920s, the terms character, personality, and temperament were used almost interchangeably in
        American social sciences and psychology. While temperament gradually came to be associated with biological and early formative factors such as a toddler’s activity level,
        early eating patterns and attention span, the term personality gradually acquired a broader meaning and
        is now used to indicate the totality of an individual’s stable features (Danziger, 1997). The same is true for
        character, except that this term stresses a moral dimension, attaching value judgments to a person’s
        behaviour and experience. Someone of “good character” ought to exhibit personality traits like honesty,
        industry, humility or other social markers that are defined as “good” by society. It should be noted that these
        positive traits are strongly dependent on time and culture, as well as on individual factors such as the class
        and gender of the person in question. For instance, a “good” medieval woman would have exhibited very different
        traits than a “good” woman in a modern Western country. Each culture and epoch develops its own ideas about the
        appropriate virtues and modes of behaviour for members of different social groups. Often, these ideas are
        contested even within a culture, for instance between progressives and conservatives.
      


      
        For our purposes, we define character as “a relatively stable set of a person’s traits rooted in a
        culture’s moral, cognitive, behavioural and emotional standards.” Note that we explicitly include other than
        moral standards in our definition, since character attacks can be aimed at personal features that do not
        necessarily have a moral dimension, such as intellectual capacity and emotional stability.
      


      
        It is important to distinguish between character and reputation. While character is mostly
        concerned with traits that a person actually possesses, reputation is a matter of public opinion. The
        perception of what is reputable is in “the eye of the beholder” (Schreiber, 2011) and does not always
        reflect someone’s actual personality traits. Reputations can be constructed and then maintained by social
        actors themselves or by media professionals to meet the accepted norms of a certain social setting(s).
        Oftentimes, they can be artificially improved through impression management techniques that focus on a handful
        of attractive personal characteristics. Any precarious issue or risk leading to potential reputational damage
        is estimated in terms of declining confidence in leadership and an erosion of public trust (Coombs and
        Holladay, 2002).
      


      
        Because character assassination is carried out in persuasive communicative acts, it is important to address how
        scholars of communication have talked about character. In his fundamental treatise On Rhetoric,
        Aristotle identified ethos as one of the three modes of persuasion, and one that is based in the
        speaker’s credibility. “In its simplest form,” writes S. Michael Halloran (1982), “ethos is what we
        might call the argument from authority, the argument that says in effect, believe me because I am the sort of
        person whose word you can believe” (p. 60). Tied up in this complex concept, then, are questions of character
        and credibility – what Aristotle talked about as good will, good sense, and moral character (Kennedy, 1991).
        Classical theorists of rhetoric have wavered about whether ethos refers to the actual character
        of the orator or the impression that the speaker leaves on the audience. While the Roman rhetorician
        Quintilian famously declared that the orator was “the good man speaking well,” others have spoken of
        ethos as akin to the credibility the speaker builds within the speech. In sum, though, understanding
        character assassination requires understanding how the speaker creates a credible appearance before and after
        they launch an attack. Demonstrating good will and character often entails providing careful evidence for one’s
        claims, abiding by the norms of good discourse, and responsibly and ethically using persuasive appeals. One
        uses public communication to display the relatively stable set of traits that encompasses character.
      

    

    
      On Character Assassination


      
        Character assassination is the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation or credibility.
        Strictly speaking, therefore, it is not harming character per se,1 but altering
        the way character is perceived and judged by others. The character assassination of
        an individual dramatically affects her reputation.
      


      
        CA is an inclusive concept that can be addressed from various academic perspectives, such as rhetoric,
        political science, psychology, and media and propaganda studies, among others. It refers to both the process
        (e.g., a smear campaign) and the outcome of this process (e.g., a damaged reputation). A single CA event or a
        long-term campaign may be composed of various communication acts, a series of efforts and assaults,
        traditionally referred to as character attacks. These attacks may come in different shapes and forms,
        from an op-ed in a mainstream newspaper to a conspiracy theory circulating within an online community, and use
        different framing techniques.
      


      
        In an exclusive definition, character attacks are aimed at individuals. They often include assumptions and
        facts related to personal traits, social and professional affiliation, and individual decisions and actions
        (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4). However, a case could be made that corporations, institutions or even social
        groups and countries possess a form of “character” as well. Moreover, it should be noted that the individual
        and the collective are often intertwined, because the reputation of organisations, nations and social groups
        can be affected by CA campaigns aimed at their leaders or prominent figures. Some character attacks on
        individuals and groups overlap when individuals are targeted because they seem to represent an ideology, a
        practice, or an advocacy cause. Likewise, negative stereotypes about religious or group practices, political
        orientation or adversarial regimes (e.g., communism, fascism) can be applied to an individual in order to
        undermine his character. For the purposes of this chapter, we will focus on character attacks against
        individuals, but some of our contributors will employ a broader definition and examine attacks against
        non-individual entities.
      


      
        A CA campaign is defined by the following characteristics:
      


      
        	It is intentional. Character attacks are by definition meant to damage someone’s reputation. This
        means that accidental reputation damage – for instance caused by a microphone inadvertently left switched on, a
        Freudian slip or a thoughtless remark – falls outside the scope of our study. Evidently, it is not always
        possible to establish someone’s intention to cause damage with absolute certainty, especially since character
        attackers often disguise their actual motives or launch their attacks anonymously. However, the intention of
        the attacker is usually clear enough from the context and contents of the attack. We will discuss various
        possible motives for character assassination in a later paragraph.


        	It is public. CA campaigns are intended for audiences. The target of an attack is usually an
        individual who has a recognised social status or good reputation. Indeed, “one needs a socially approved
        character before it can be damaged” (Shiraev, 2014, p. 17). When someone’s reputation comes under attack in the
        public sphere, audiences may negatively change their opinion about her. This can happen regardless of whether
        the allegations happen to be true or false. All that matters for a character attack to be effective is that
        enough people are persuaded.

      


      
        We should not take the term “assassination” too literally. After all, character assassination is about the
        perception of character. A character that is completely and utterly dead to one person may be fully
        alive in the eyes of another. Moreover, even a “dead” character can be revived when faith in the person is
        restored, although this is quite a hard feat to achieve.
      


      
        CA can overlap, but is not completely identical with, the following forms of negative communication:
      


      
        	Ad hominem. The CA process may involve various kinds of defamation attacks that are similar to the
        abusive argumentum ad hominem (literally an “argument to the man”) used in
        adversarial contexts to steer attention away from the debated issue to the opponent’s personal traits or
        reputation. However, unlike ad hominem attacks, character attacks do not have to take place in the
        context of an open discussion or debate. Unlike CA, the use of an ad hominem argument is often perceived
        as justified (as suggested by Walton, 1987) when the claims made about a person’s character or actions are
        relevant to the conclusions being drawn. A supporter might argue that a politician’s private life is not
        directly relevant to his or her ability to govern. At the same time, a politician’s inability to adhere to the
        truth when answering questions about his or her personal life could call into question the veracity of his or
        her statements on other subjects.


        	Libel and slander aimed at corporate brands and products. CA practices such as smear campaigns
        during corporate or political competition can be discussed in the context of image studies and political
        marketing when organisations and leaders find their legitimacy questioned. At the same time, the proposed CA
        framework is different from studies in marketing that view corporate character as brand imagery affecting
        employee and customer satisfaction (Chun and Davies, 2006). Specifically, most assaults on brands, such as
        brandjacking (Langley, 2014), may not necessarily target individuals, even when the brand is personified by a
        telegenic CEO. In addition, marketing is concerned with creating and promoting products and services almost
        exclusively to a brand’s consumers. Thus, an attack on brands becomes the topic of interest of a limited
        audience of invested stakeholders and brand followers. A newsworthy CA event is a substantive matter on the
        public agenda that may resonate across societies and nations. For example, the “Weinstein Effect” rippled
        across the world as the #MeToo hashtag, originally created to denounce the misogynist behaviour of a handful of
        individuals, became a global movement.


        	Insults. Individual and spontaneous insults (“you are an idiot!”) often occur in a private context
        and intend to hurt someone’s self-esteem and affect her emotional stability, whereas CA primarily aims at
        causing maximum public damage. However, deliberate insults conveyed to a wider audience via speeches, memes or
        tweets can be a part of a CA campaign.


        	Other forms of incivility in the political and media arenas, including rudeness, hostility, threats
        and sporadic emotional behaviour, such as refusing to shake hands, gesturing and refusing to interact. The term
        also refers to non-substantive forms of incivility such as disruption of speech (Spary, 2010). There is a
        debate as to whether this framework should include examples of demagoguery, “sabre rattling” and populist
        rhetoric (such as Donald Trump’s 2016 election campaign in the US or the 2017 Marine Le Pen campaign in
        France), which are not necessarily intended to undermine an opponent’s social base or cause reputational harm,
        but merely to conjure political polls, media ratings and public opinion. Herbst (2010) considers incivility to
        be a strategic tool that is frequently exploited by political actors for personal gain.


        	Enemy images and othering. An important distinction needs to be made between character assassination
        and the construction of enemy images (Keen, 1986). The latter refers to the creation of a negative perception
        of a person or group of people as hostile outsiders, possessing values and characteristics foreign and
        threatening to members of an in-group. In a process called “othering,” unwanted features – weakness,
        irrationality, barbarity, etc. – are projected onto outsiders, who are represented in a simplified and
        stereotypical way, providing a counter-image to the virtuous “self.” It should be stressed that “image” does
        not necessarily imply that the hostility is not real, but that the focus is on the way in which the real or
        perceived “enemy” is constructed and cultivated in the public imagination. This allows people to treat
        “enemies” in a way that would normally be considered inhumane, but which is
        cognitively restructured as worthy and moral because they deserve such treatment (Bandura, 1999).


        	Unlike a character attack on an individual, the propagation of an enemy image is usually directed against a
        group of people. However, a particular person can also be portrayed as the “enemy,” especially if he is the
        leader of an adversarial and allegedly hostile regime or a popular opposition leader who represents dissenting
        voices against the ruling government. Notable examples include Muammar Gaddafi, Saddam Hussein and Kim Jong Un,
        all of whom have been depicted numerous times as “enemies” and “terrorists” in Western media. In these cases,
        there is indeed overlap between character assassination and the construction of enemy images. In other cases,
        enemy images and stereotypes relating to groups may be drawn upon to commit character assassination on
        individuals. Characterising a target as a Jew, Communist, witch or member of another supposed “enemy” group may
        trigger feelings of hostility or anxiety in the audience and prompt them to turn away from the individual in
        question. In other words, enemy images and stereotypes can be effective instruments in the character assassin’s
        toolbox.

      

    

    
      The Goals and Motives of Character Assassins


      
        As we have established, character attacks are by definition deliberate acts, which means they are undertaken
        with certain goals in mind. Of course, the immediate objective is to damage or destroy the target’s reputation
        in the eyes of relevant groups. Sometimes, that is as far as it goes: An attacker may act out of sheer malice
        or because she wants to exact revenge for an (or a perceived) injustice that was done to her. In most cases,
        however, the destruction of a target’s reputation is itself a means of obtaining a further goal. One possible
        motive is the removal of a rival for a certain “prize,” or at least reducing a rival’s chances of winning that
        prize while improving one’s own. This is probably the most common motive for character assassination, as it is
        par for the course in democracies whenever candidates are running for political office. However, it can also
        occur when businessmen, religious leaders or scientists are competing for public favour. In these cases, the
        “prize” to be won is not political office, but for instance more customers shopping in your store, more
        faithful attending your church or more people accepting the scientific theory you are advocating.
      


      
        Character attackers and their targets are not always in direct competition for the same prize. Another motive
        for character assassination may be the undermining of a leader or regime, without the attacker necessarily
        wanting to step in the shoes of the leader themselves. When dissidents seek to expose the crimes and vices of a
        dictator, for instance, they do so because they want to see him removed from office, not necessarily because
        they are making their own bid for power. In turn, the dictator may seek to silence critics to stabilise his
        regime, without necessarily regarding them as direct rivals for his position. A third motive for character
        assassination may be the discrediting of a religion, ideology or movement through attacks on a person who is
        regarded as its representative or icon. Often, this person is the founder of the creed in question. For
        instance, character attacks on the Prophet Muhammad or Karl Marx can serve to discredit Islam or communism,
        respectively. Fourth, character assassination can be used to create a convenient scapegoat to divert feelings
        of public anger that could otherwise damage the attacker himself. In the case of a corporate scandal, for
        instance, the company management can decide to shift the blame to one particular board member to let the rest
        escape scot-free. Finally, character assassination can occur for material gains. Here we can think of the
        tabloid press, which thrives on its ability to create or highlight scandal, often committing character
        assassination in the process.
      

    

    
      Five Pillars of Character Assassination


      
        A character assassination event is a multidimensional process that is conditioned and moderated by five main
        factors: the Attacker, the Target, the Medium, the Audience, and the Context. These
        components can be examined independently in relation to a single character attack or together in a more complex
        manner in order to estimate the probability of reputational damage and public outrage before and during an
        elaborate CA campaign. These factors may vary from case to case, and relate to each other in complicated ways.
        It is our contention that a complete analysis of a character attack should include some consideration of the
        interrelationship of these pillars. This view has been previously examined in our studies (Icks and Shiraev,
        2014; Icks et al., 2017; Samoilenko et al., 2018). In the next section, we present a review of previous
        scholarship, which is relevant for understanding these components of an attack.
      


      
        The Attacker


        
          It is critical to address CA from the attacker’s side, as it helps us not only understand the motivation of
          the assailant, but also estimate the choice of an attack strategy. This may further provide clues about the
          selection of communication channel and method. The character attacker is an individual who commits a
          deliberate assault on the reputation of the targeted individual, aiming to trigger a public reaction
          (emotional response, judgement, outrage, etc.) and subsequently undermine the social standing of the subject.
        


        
          Political scientists have devoted much attention to the motives and strategies of character attackers, mostly
          in the context of negative campaigning. They have demonstrated that character assassination can be an
          effective means of alarming voters and swaying them toward a desirable course of action (Riker, 1996;
          Sigelman and Shiraev, 2002), creating uncertainty (Skaperdas and Grofman, 1995) or preventing defections
          (Doron and On, 1983). Political actors also employ character attacks to force the target to respond in terms
          of time, energy and resources. It helps the attacker to steer the public’s attention away from the debated
          issue or promote his agenda at the opponent’s expense.
        


        
          The literature on the rhetoric of attack is one of the richest and has been discussed by numerous scholars.
          Of particular relevance to our topic is the theory of persuasive attack (Benoit and Dorries, 1996; Benoit and
          Glantz, 2017; DiSanza and Legge, 2016), which explores the nature and functions of blame and accusations.
          According to Benoit (2015), persuasive attack can be viewed as “an attempt to create (or strengthen) a
          negative attitude toward the target” (p. 10). This theory is based on Pomerantz’s (1978) analysis of
          complaints, which holds that complaints (or criticism or attacks) have two key components: offensiveness and
          blame. In other words, when the attacker criticises someone, she must allege that a certain act is bad
          (offensiveness) and that the target is responsible for this bad act (blame). The extended version of the
          theory includes two basic components of attacks on character: declaring that the target possesses a trait and
          arguing that this trait is offensive.
        


        
          When the attacking sources appear credible, their attacks have a greater chance of achieving their strategic
          outcomes. Empirical research has consistently supported the central role played by “source credibility” in
          persuasive discourse (McCroskey and Teven, 1999). For example, political communication is often seen as an
          open competition for credibility of the messenger, as an important factor in winning over the public at the
          expense of the opponent. In disputes, “[it] is an enormous advantage to occupy the moral high ground” (Harré
          and van Langenhove, 1991, p. 109), as such positioning implies power to position others. Studies show that
          people evaluate political actors based on several personal characteristics, including appearance, likability,
          charm, charisma and warmth (Pancer, Brown and Barr, 1999). Thus, source credibility
          is often determined by the public’s perception of the extent to which its relationship with the source
          is determined by their stake in this relationship, common interests, concerns of mutual benefit and/or
          similar outcomes from the source’s persuasion attempt. When attackers do not appear credible to their
          audiences, their attacks run the risk of backfiring and tarnishing the reputation of the attacker.
        

      

      
        The Target


        
          The CA target is typically a prominent individual who has achieved high social status, public recognition or
          fame and is the person who is the subject of the attack. We prefer the term “target” to “victim” because not
          every person who becomes the subject of a character attack is perceived by the public to be a victim. For
          example, according to Kaufman (1985), becoming a victim is a social process that requires a cognitive
          decision by someone coping with a wrong to assume such a status. The victim’s status can also be socially
          constructed by the media (Smolej, 2010; Rader and Rhineberger-Dunn, 2010). Analysis of a victim’s perceived
          agency and social evaluation helps us better understand why some reputational attacks are successful and
          considered persuasive while others receive contempt despite the truthfulness of their claims (Dunn, 2004).
        


        
          The target of a character assassination attempt may not only find their public standing damaged, but also
          encounter a loss of social capital. Social capital is a “network of more or less institutionalised
          relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). In that sense,
          character assassination is an invasion of someone’s social field, composed of a network of relationships held
          and protected by a social actor trying to accumulate, conserve or convert different types of resources
          (money, friends, connections, etc.). The outcome of a CA attempt is generally observed in terms of
          reputational damage experienced by the target. It can also be assessed by the degree of public trust in a
          targeted individual and his ability to respond and recover from reputational crises.
        


        
          Attackers often focus on specific aspects of the target. These may include attacks on status or
          affiliation, attacks on an individual’s past behaviour and more general attacks on their
          personality. The first category entails a person’s social affiliation or his or her unique identity
          (real or alleged), such as being a woman or a man, young or old, white or black, a native or a foreigner,
          liberal or conservative, gay or straight, and so on. This is not about what the individual does. It is mostly
          about who she is and subsequently – and even stereotypically – what this person is supposed to do as a
          member of a social group. If one says of a female political candidate, “What do you expect from her? She’s a
          woman,” this is a character attack against the candidate because the statement implies that she is incapable
          of doing particular things, like holding public office and making tough decisions, due to her gender. The
          next category refers to an individual’s behaviour. This is about what this person does, is doing, has already
          done or is likely to do in the future. To illustrate, if a television ad suggested that a politician has
          accepted bribes throughout his career, this is an attack on that politician’s actual or presumed behaviour.
          The final category is about an individual’s personality traits. Traits are stable, cross-situational and
          enduring characteristics, not just passing emotional states.
        


        
          From the target’s perspective, Benoit’s (2015) strategies of Image Repair theory, such as denial, evasion of
          responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action and mortification, are especially applicable to
          mitigating image damage following a threat to a reputation. Prior to employing any image restoration
          strategy, individuals and organisations must consider a few other elements essential to reparation: the role
          of persuasion, source credibility, corporate social responsibility and the nature of crisis.
        

      

      
        The Medium or Media


        
          Media ecology theorists (McLuhan and Fiore, 1967) suggest that the media must be understood as the complexity
          of the medium of communication: its speed and directionality affect our socially constructed world of
          meanings, and constantly shape our perceptions, attitudes and behaviours. Thus, medium becomes an extension
          of ourselves as we consume new media products and adopt its most salient narratives and frames for daily
          conversations. For character attackers, a medium is a means of communication, such as a pamphlet, poster,
          tweet, or negative ad targeting its intended audience. However, a medium can also be a news channel, online
          forum or other venue that possesses agency in the process of character assassination, helping some attacks to
          spread while ignoring or debunking others. The symbols prompted by the mass media are then processed by
          various audiences and formed into cognitive models that later serve “as guides for judgement and action”
          (Bandura, 2009, p. 95). Consequently, it has become even more important to understand why some media
          materials have the potential to spread virally and cause reputational damage, while others never enjoy the
          public’s attention. Thus, character assassination events should be examined in relation to media logic and
          media effects.
        


        
          Today’s mass media provide a conducive environment for character attacks amplified by the negative effects of
          mediatisation, such as simplification of content, personalisation and infotainment favouring conflict, drama
          and negative representation of social and political life (Esser, 2013). In recent years, domestic and
          international politics have become highly mediated, aggressive and candidate-centred. Persona-based stories
          and ads in US politics are becoming more critical because issues are more likely to become salient to voters
          if they are linked to popular personalities (Farnsworth, 2018). Thus, it is often personalities, not parties,
          that decide policies (Wattenberg, 1991).
        


        
          The media are often criticised for normalising uncivil politics and polarising viewers (Maisel, 2012; Mutz
          and Reeves, 2005). Television entertainment has legitimised personal ridicule as a backdrop for CA in
          political discourse. Numerous studies demonstrate that comedians and late-night show hosts tend to lead the
          conversation about politics (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2014; Lichter and Farnsworth in this volume).
          Negative portrayals and caricatures of politicians often contribute to how people form opinions about them
          and influence candidate trait ratings (Geer, 2006; Young, 2004). This, in turn, desensitises the public,
          making it easier for character attacks to become acceptable.
        


        
          The Internet environment amplifies the threat of manipulation through hearsay and falsehoods (Garrett, 2011).
          Online users who tend to post negative comments or incorrect information (fake news) without identification
          of the source or lacking supporting evidence can also conveniently exploit anonymity. Partisan online media
          often encourage incivility (Levendusky, 2013) by disseminating negative and misleading content. Rumours and
          conspiracy theories come from venues like online chat rooms, digital news shows, various social media
          platforms and “gated” invitation-only online communities (Marwick and Lewis, 2017). Internet anonymity is
          also easily abused by impulsive and manipulative practices such as trolling and harassment. Oftentimes,
          antisocial behaviour results from disinhibition when people act without regard for social norms and
          consequences (Lapidot-Lefler and Barak, 2012).
        


        
          In sum, mass media play a critical role in accommodating CA events and shaping public attitudes towards them.
          By favouring certain agendas, the news media engage in framing, selecting some aspects of a perceived reality
          while obscuring other elements. It is critical to understand how frame-building and frame-setting processes
          of media coverage can affect mass opinion by attaching memorable labels or assigning blame to political
          actors.
        

      

      
        The Audience


        
          Each character attack is addressed to a target audience, the group of individuals the attacker hopes to reach
          and whose perceptions the attacker hopes to sway. The credibility of the attacker and the audience’s belief
          system are intertwined. The audience is involved in the process of constructing shared meaning and realities,
          and therefore has the power to accept or reject the allegations made by the source. The audience becomes an
          inseparable element of character assassination, as the target’s reputation is damaged when the audience sees
          it this way, regardless of the truth and relevance of the allegations. The reputation of politicians,
          celebrities and other prominent figures is thus judged in the court of public opinion, which focuses on a mix
          of publicly established principles, including ethics, social and political values, or cultural or religious
          beliefs. If an audience’s perception of the target’s character differs from the target’s true attributes, it
          is the perception and not the reality that determines the degree of public belief (Lupia, 2013).
        


        
          There is research evidence to suggest that norms play an especially large role when evaluating members of the
          same social group. According to the cognitive balance (Heider, 1958) and cognitive dissonance theories
          (Festinger, 1957), people tend to fit perceptions of reality into a mould that is heavily influenced by their
          preferences. People are highly selective in what information they choose to believe, preferring to accept
          information that is most congruent with existing attitudes or expectations and/or these people’s actions,
          such as actual voting record or supporting a candidate (Dolan and Holbrook, 2001). Thus, when character
          attacks confirm what the audience thinks they already know, they are more likely to resonate. For example, if
          there is a predisposition to dislike a candidate for political office, a negative ad tends to reinforce it
          (Chang, 2003). A receptivity to negative messages may be associated with one’s level of political knowledge,
          trust in government, gender or related personal factors (Sigelman and Kugler, 2003). The audience can also
          become resistant to attitudinal attacks in the same way that bodies are immunised against viral attacks
          (McGuire, 1964). Thus, a weak dose of a counterargument will cause the belief to become more resistant.
        

      

      
        The Context


        
          Character attacks take place in a political, cultural and social context that influences their effectiveness.
          Because character attacks are embedded in symbolic acts of communication, understanding the social context in
          which that communication takes place is of the utmost importance. Moreover, because character attacks are
          strategic – they are intended to have some effect in the world – the situational relationship between the
          character attacker, the attack and the audience must be examined. Part of this context comes from moral codes
          embedded in social norms and cultural traditions. What is morally acceptable depends on where in the world
          one lives and where a message circulates. For example, in the US there is a partisan divide between
          Republicans and Democrats on what is morally unacceptable (Poushter, 2014). Likewise, character attacks
          launched in different historical epochs feature different moral and cultural standards. Analysts of character
          attacks also need to comprehend the linguistic context – the vocabulary, grammar and idioms of the time
          (Lucas, 1988).
        


        
          Context shapes character attacks in other ways as well. One important factor is the political environment in
          which attackers and targets operate. In an open, democratic society, the possibilities to launch or respond
          to attacks will be more evenly distributed than in authoritarian regimes. It also matters to what extent
          potential targets are protected by libel and slander laws. In ancient Greece, where such laws did not exist,
          practically all personal smears were considered fair game, even when speaking in court. Finally, we need to
          take the technological context into consideration. This is a determining factor in
          the speed and scope of character attacks. As the invention of the printing press did five centuries ago, the
          Internet has recently caused a paradigm shift in practices of character assassination, opening up venues for
          character assassins that did not hitherto exist.
        

      
    

    
      Interactional Dynamics of Character Assassination


      
        Character attacks are dynamic, which is to say that they are determined by the interaction between the various
        involved parties. Based on this interaction, we can differentiate character attacks in terms of scope,
        timing, momentum, direction and opacity.
      


      
        	Scope: Individual versus Collective Character Attacks


        	While we have limited our definition of character assassination to attacks on individuals in this chapter,
        we have already seen that individuals can be attacked because they represent an organisation, movement or
        ideology. In these cases, damage to the target’s reputation is a means of damaging the collective they
        represent. We term these attempts to damage a collective via an individual “collective” attacks.


        	Timing: Live versus Post-Mortem Attacks


        	Character attacks may target either living individuals or the deceased. For example, many twentieth-century
        leaders, including Joseph Stalin in Russia, Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Mohandas Gandhi in India, are still
        publicly mocked or scorned long after their deaths, their flaws and missteps exaggerated, their memories cast
        in a negative light. What is the point of attacking the deceased? Post-mortem attacks can discredit a cause, a
        fallen dynasty, a political party, an idea, a theory or an ideology that these individuals represented or stood
        for. Targeting a dead leader’s character can thus be an effective method of attacking his current-day
        supporters.


        	Momentum: Planned versus Spontaneous (Drive-By)


        	Although character attacks tend to be premeditated, attackers do not always take significant time to
        contemplate and execute. These attacks can be very much spontaneous and opportunistic. Drawing an analogy to an
        infamous method of gang violence, we call them “drive-by” attacks. A quick and timely character attack may be
        effective because the target does not have enough time or resources to defend herself.


        	Direction: Horizontal versus Vertical


        	Sometimes, character assassination occurs between two people on relatively equal footing, for example two
        candidates for the same political office. In other instances, however, a large organisation or regime takes on
        an individual, or an individual attempts to bring down a regime. The resource disparities in vertical character
        attacks make them well worth studying.


        	Opacity: Anonymous versus Transparent


        	Sometimes, the attacker’s identity is readily known. Yet more and more in our mediated political
        environment, unverifiable rumours circulate, making it impossible to pin down the original source. Even if the
        identity of the attacker is unknown and the facts do not add up, the target’s reputation can remain
        tarnished.

      


      
        The Complexity of Character Attacks


        
          Although character attacks are strategic by nature, the extent to which they reflect a carefully
          conceptualised and sophisticated plan varies. Thus, attacks differ in their complexity. At times, attacks emerge as a simple cheap shot, such as labelling a
          proponent of a woman’s right to choose abortion a “feminazi” to discredit her advocacy. On the other hand,
          character attacks can appear as drawn out strategies, such as a series of campaign advertisements with
          carefully evidenced claims about a candidate’s support for women’s rights to terminate a pregnancy. Often,
          however, attackers leave portions of their argument unstated, asking the audience to make the leap between an
          allegation and the intended effect. We term these complex attacks “enthymematic attacks,” in line with the
          rhetorical concept of the enthymeme, wherein an audience “fills in” a portion of the argument for the
          speaker. For instance, to argue that former US President Barack Obama was born in Kenya may circulate as an
          enthymeme wherein the audience fills in the gaps in the argument with racist assumptions about blackness as
          difference and the implication that this makes Obama not “one of us.”
        


        
        
          Table 1.1 Methods of
          Character Assassination
        
[image: Image]

      
    

    
      Methods of Character Assassination


      
        Building on work done by Icks and Shiraev (2014), we propose seven methods by which attackers generally attack
        their targets. We have categorised our list based on the method’s intended effect on the target’s reputation.
        After all, there are various ways in which an individual can gain a negative status in the public sphere. Among
        other things, she can acquire a reputation for immorality or incompetence, be reduced to a laughing stock, be
        portrayed as a monster, or be placed outside “good” society as an emblem of disgrace. Evidently, these
        categories may at times overlap: For instance, targets who suffer public disgrace are often dehumanised as
        well, although one can occur without the other. This list is necessarily incomplete and will evolve as more
        research is done on how attackers plan, execute and accomplish their goals. It is our hope that the list given
        in Table 1.1 will provide a lexicon for talking about the ways that attacks happen.
      


      
        In sum, character assassination research requires an interdisciplinary framework that pays attention to how the
        attacker, target, audience, media and context intersect to determine the effectiveness and longevity of
        attacks. In this chapter, we have only sketched a theoretical framework and identified several important
        methods and aims of character assassins. The contributors to this volume at times challenge and expand on our
        framework, with the goal of advancing research in these important dimensions.
      

    

    
      Note


      
        1. Cf. Ivan Havel’s observation in Klicperová-Baker (2014).
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      Inoculation against persuasion works much like inoculation against viruses: Exposure to weakened versions of the
      offending agent (e.g., a flu virus, an argument) triggers processes of resistance to stronger versions of the
      offending agent that are encountered later (see McGuire, 1964; Compton, 2013). This classic theory of resistance
      to influence boasts over a 50-year record of efficacy (Banas and Rains, 2009), in the lab (e.g., Parker, Rains
      and Ivanov, 2016) and applied in the field (e.g., Mikolon, Quaiser and Wieseke, 2015), in areas of politics
      (e.g., Niederdeppe, Gollust and Barry, 2014; and see Compton and Ivanov, 2013, for a review), health (e.g., Wong,
      2016; and see Compton, Jackson and Dimmock, 2016 for a review), commerce (e.g., Haigh and Wigley, 2015),
      education (e.g., Jackson et al., 2017), government (e.g., Ivanov et al., 2016), exercise (e.g., Jackson et al.,
      2015), science (e.g., van der Linden et al., 2017), and others. Inoculation messages have protected college
      students’ healthy attitudes toward binge drinking (Parker, Ivanov and Compton, 2012), helped protect politicians
      from attacks launched during political debates (An and Pfau, 2004), and have protected organisational image
      during times of crisis (Wigley and Pfau, 2010), among other issues and areas.
    


    
      This key finding is consistently supported: Pre-exposure to weakened versions of a persuasive attack confers
      resistance to stronger versions of a persuasive attack. Inoculation might, then, be able to thwart attempts at
      character assassination or, at least, to lessen their effects. On the other hand, inoculation could also be used
      to thwart image repair efforts after the character assassination, when the inoculation treatment itself serves as
      character assassination.
    


    
      Conceptualized as “the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation” (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4; and
      see Samoilenko, 2016), character assassination has real, powerful, lasting effects. This chapter offers a
      concentrated look at inoculation theory and character assassination, with special attention to 1) how inoculation
      messaging might be used to protect against character assassination and 2) how inoculation messaging might
      function as character assassination – both implicitly (i.e., source derogation effects of conventional
      inoculation treatments) and explicitly (i.e., inoculation messages as character attacks). This chapter also
      offers image prepare – a synthesis of image repair and inoculation theories – as a way to protect against
      character assassination, drawing on the proactive timing of inoculation and the argumentation strategies and
      tactics of image repair.
    


    
      Inoculation Theory: The Basic Model


      
        Inoculation theory gets its name and primary explanation from a medical analogy: Like one can prepare for a
        stronger viral attack through pre-exposure to a weaker viral attack, one can prepare for a stronger persuasive
        attack through pre-exposure to a weaker persuasive attack (Compton, 2013; McGuire, 1964). In conventional
        inoculation treatments, these persuasion inoculation treatments come in the form of two-sided messages –
        messages that raise and refute challenges to an existing position (Compton, 2013). The challenge is the virus;
        the refutation weakens the virus so that it can be employed in the inoculation treatment.
      


      
        As an example: suppose a health campaign aimed to deter college students from engaging in the risky behavior of
        binge drinking. One option would be to provide the many harms or risks of binge drinking, i.e., a one-sided
        message. Another option would be first to raise the potential reasons students might want to engage in binge
        drinking and then to provide refutations of these reasons, i.e., a two-sided message. This latter approach is
        in line with inoculation theory – using weakened versions of counterarguments against the advocated position
        (reasons to engage in binge drinking, refuted) to prepare for stronger arguments later. Indeed, scholars have
        had success with an inoculation theory-informed approach with this very issue of binge drinking (e.g.,
        Cornelis, Cauberghe and De Pelsmacker, 2013; Parker, Ivanov and Compton, 2012; Richards and Banas, 2015).
      


      
        In terms of character assassination contexts: suppose a politician expected to be the target of attack ads
        during a campaign – or to be mischaracterized in “fake news” reports. One option would be to try to bolster
        image – to remind voters of the reasons to support the politician, i.e., a one-sided message. Another option
        would be to go ahead and raise some of the expected attacks, or the claims from the “fake news” coverage, and
        then refute those claims, i.e., a two-sided message. As with the health example, the latter strategy is in line
        with inoculation theory, and scholars have successfully protected political image from attacks with an
        inoculation theory–informed approach in political campaign messaging strategies (e.g., Pfau and Burgoon, 1988)
        and in political debate contexts (e.g., An and Pfau, 2004).
      


      
        We know more than that an inoculation messaging strategy can confer resistance to future influence; we also
        know how an inoculation messaging strategy can confer resistance to influence. Much of this explanation
        centers on two components: threat and counterarguing. These two components have an interesting relationship.
        Threat provides motivation for tending to the counterarguments provided in the inoculation treatment message,
        and threat is also a product of tending to the counterarguments provided in the inoculation message. I look at
        the unique functions of threat next.
      

    

    
      Threat


      
        Threat, in the context of inoculation, is not an external message feature but rather a response to features of
        an inoculation message. Exposure to weakened attacks can expose vulnerability in a held position, and it is
        this vulnerability that comprises threat in inoculation (Compton, 2013). Threat, then, is motivation – the
        impetus to do something about a newly acknowledged vulnerability (see Banas and Richards, 2017).
      


      
        In many, if not most, inoculation messages, threat is triggered at least in part by a forewarning of impending
        challenges. Unlike threat, a forewarning is an external message feature. Such a forewarning – first
        proposed in the early inoculation work of McGuire (1964) – explicitly raises the idea that the message
        recipient holds the right position (or attitude or belief ) toward an issue (or
        person, or organisation), but that this position will likely be attacked by persuasive arguments. To return to
        the health example raised earlier in this chapter, a forewarning employed in an anti-binge drinking message
        could say something like this:
      


      
        There’s a good chance you’ve entered college with a solid awareness of the dangers of binge drinking. You’ve
        heard the heartbreaking stories of lives cut short by irresponsible drinking – and perhaps you’ve even known
        people who have been harmed by destructive drinking. You might already feel confident about your decision to
        avoid binge drinking – and we hope that you do. But there’s also a good chance that you will encounter
        pressures to binge drink – and some of this pressure might be so strong, so convincing, that you’ll reconsider
        your stance on binge drinking.
      


      
        In this forewarning – as in most forewarnings employed in inoculation research – specific counterarguments are
        not raised yet. Instead, recipients receive a vague warning of future persuasive attacks.
      


      
        We could also imagine a forewarning message component used in the political campaign strategy example mentioned
        earlier. Such wording in a message to supporters could be:
      


      
        I’m proud of my record of thoughtful decision-making, for working hard to make our state even better. And I’m
        proud of the support I’m receiving from the majority of voters in this state – including you. But I have no
        doubt that the next few weeks of my re-election campaign are going to see more vicious attacks on me than ever
        before. Even when you know the truth, these attacks are going to be relentless to the point that you might
        start to waiver in your support of me, and I don’t want that to happen.
      


      
        Once again, the forewarning is not intended to raise specific attacks – specific counterarguments against the
        politician. Instead, the forewarning offers a generic warning of attacks to come.
      


      
        Such forewarnings have proven powerful in conferring resistance via inoculation (Compton and Ivanov, 2012). It
        is important to note, though, that forewarnings are not required for inoculation to take place; it is threat,
        not forewarning, that is a requisite for inoculation-conferred resistance to influence (Compton, 2013), and
        threat can be elicited by a number of triggers besides forewarnings. Nevertheless, forewarnings have become
        part of the prototypical treatment message in most inoculation research, and they appear to boost resistance.
        This form of threat is thought to motivate careful attention to the remainder of the inoculation treatment
        message.
      


      
        Even after threat-via-forewarning, scholars contend that threat has a role in inoculation conferred resistance.
        After reading an inoculation message, some elicited threat remains, and it is this threat that seems to
        motivate the process(es) of counterarguing (see Compton and Ivanov, 2012), which I consider next.
      

    

    
      Counterarguing


      
        The counterarguing component of inoculation can be considered in two ways: the actual counterarguments and
        refutations included in an inoculation message (the attack, with refutations, or a two-sided message) and the
        actual process of counterarguing following receipt of an inoculation message. With the first, counterarguing is
        a rhetorical strategy of the inoculation message construction – a few counterarguments (in most studies, two or
        three) are raised and then refuted, providing examples of the types of attacks message recipients might
        encounter later. A politician attempting to inoculate against attacks against
        inexperience, for example, might argue something to the effect of:
      


      
        You will likely hear my opponent attack my lack of experience in politics. But don’t be fooled. A lack of
        experience in this political climate is a strength, not a weakness. I’m ready to bring fresh ideas, new and
        better ways of looking at problems.
      


      
        Here, then, is counterarguing as rhetorical strategy: A raised counterargument (My inexperience is a weakness)
        and a refutation (Inexperience is actually a strength).
      


      
        Another type of counterarguing is a process; research indicates that after receiving an inoculation
        message, message recipients engage in their own thinking about the issue. Post-messages, people raise and
        refute additional arguments related to their position, engaging in more robust thinking about the issue (or
        person, or attitude). For most of inoculation’s development, this type of counterarguing was thought to be
        subvocal – thoughts in one’s head, or intrapersonal communication (Compton, 2013; McGuire, 1964). But more
        recent developments suggest that at least some of this counterarguing is vocal, manifest in actual
        conversations with others about the issue (Compton and Pfau, 2009; Ivanov et al., 2012). That is, after
        processing an inoculation message, people are likely to dialogue with others about the issue.
      


      
        As previously mentioned, inoculation theory now boasts a more than 50-year history of robust research,
        establishing its efficacy in field and laboratory settings. But before examining how inoculation theory might
        come into play with character assassination, it is important to consider a key (potential) boundary condition
        to inoculation: its timing.
      

    

    
      Timing


      
        Inoculation is almost always treated as a preemptive strategy against persuasion. The premise of the analogy is
        that a position (or attitude, or belief, etc.) can be bolstered prior to its attack by persuasion, much
        like a body can be bolstered prior to its attack by viruses. People get a flu shot in advance of flu
        season. Once someone already has the flu, it is too late to be inoculated against it. For years, this seemed to
        be the prevailing understanding of persuasion inoculation: Once people already hold a position about something
        (or some person, or some corporation, etc.), it is too late to be inoculated against attacks on this idea. (Of
        course, one could still be persuaded – just not inoculated.)
      


      
        But recently, scholars have begun to test inoculation on those who are already “afflicted” with a condition,
        which in the case of persuasion, would be a “wrong” belief, attitude, opinion, etc. Because many of these
        research results suggest that inoculation messages do have effects on those without the “right” position
        already in place, some have questioned the heuristic value of the inoculation analogy (e.g., Wood, 2007) or
        noted that, in these cases, inoculation is functioning more as a persuasive message than as an inoculation
        message (e.g., Compton, 2013; Wood, 2007). I have recently called for more clarity in how inoculation scholars
        are approaching inoculation, in terms of timing and existing attitudes, by distinguishing between conventional,
        or prophylactic, inoculation, and therapeutic inoculation – inoculation administered in an attempt both to
        “cure” a condition and to protect against future attacks (Compton, 2019). The issue is more than an academic
        exercise; indeed, issues of timing and inoculation seem particularly important in consideration of character
        assassination. It would seem too late for a victim of character assassination – which by extension of the
        assassination metaphor suggests that the victim has already succumbed to the attacks – to benefit from
        inoculation treatments designed to preempt such attacks.
      


      
        Inoculation, then, is a messaging strategy and an effect that is (usually)
        preemptive: Pre-exposure to weakened counterarguments against an existing position initiates resistance to
        stronger counterarguments against an existing position. As it relates to character assassination, we can think
        of “position” as perceived credibility. If people have a positive perception of the image of a politician, or
        corporation, or any entity, inoculation should be able to protect that positive perception of image so that,
        when the positive perception is attacked, those inoculated can resist the attack and sustain the positive
        perception. How this inoculation approach might work as protection against character assassination is outlined
        next.
      

    

    
      Inoculation Against Character Assassination


      
        Inoculation has established efficacy in protecting perceptions of character against attack by preempting the
        character attack itself. Much of this evidence comes from a political setting (e.g., Compton, 2004; Pfau and
        Burgoon, 1988), but scholars have also explored inoculation against character attacks in other contexts,
        including legal settings (Ziemke and Brodsky, 2015) and corporate image (Haigh and Wigley, 2015). This section
        will outline how inoculation has functioned as protection against character assassination, while also
        considering some instances when inoculation has failed to protect against character attacks.
      


      
        Pfau and Burgoon (1988) confirmed that inoculation works to protect politicians against attacks, before the
        attacks are launched – and perhaps most importantly, that inoculating against some future attacks confers
        protection against other attacks that were not even mentioned in the inoculation treatment message. This
        ability of inoculation – to protect against the same and against novel attacks – is one of its most powerful
        effects (Compton and Ivanov, 2013), first observed in McGuire’s earliest work (McGuire, 1964) and confirmed by
        meta-analysis (Banas and Rains, 2009). The implications are important, because this “umbrella” (Pfau et al.,
        1997, p. 188) or “blanket” (Pfau and Kenski, 1990, p. 75) means that an inoculation treatment against a handful
        of specific attacks can protect against, theoretically, any attack.
      


      
        A number of political inoculation studies follow Pfau and Burgoon’s work (see Compton and Ivanov, 2013 for a
        review), supporting the efficacy of inoculation messages to protect politicians against attacks, including
        global attitudes toward the candidate and perceptions of politicians’ competency and character, specifically
        (An and Pfau, 2004). Other work related to politics and inoculation has looked at policy positions instead of
        character perceptions, and these studies, too, reveal inoculation’s efficacy to protect against attitude change
        (e.g., Pfau et al., 2006).
      


      
        Not all efforts to inoculate have been successful, however. I found, for example, that inoculation failed to
        confer resistance to late night television political humor that ridiculed presidential candidates during the
        primary season (Compton, 2004). In fact, results suggested that inoculation efforts backfired; candidates would
        have been better off ignoring the ridicule than trying to protect against it. My best guess is that viewers did
        not interpret the late night television jokes as serious attacks on a candidate’s image, and if that is the
        case, inoculation efforts could have been viewed as unnecessary or even as an overreaction by the campaign.
        Nevertheless, most efforts to confer resistance to political attacks through inoculation messaging have proven
        successful (Compton and Ivanov, 2013).
      


      
        Scholars have also assessed inoculation’s efficacy in other contexts, usually finding success with inoculation
        treatments, but not always. Recent investigations have examined inoculation as an image-protecting strategy in
        corporate and legal settings, as examples. Ivanov and Parker (2011, p. 9) offer a theoretical case for
        inoculation as an image-protecting strategy in corporate contexts, noting: “Based on theoretical and empirical
        evidence, we proposed inoculation as the most promising image defense strategy.” Recently, Haigh and Wigley
        (2015) assessed whether inoculation could protect corporate image against a specific type of attack – negative,
        user-generated comments posted to Facebook, finding support for inoculation as a
        protective measure. On the other hand, Ziemke and Brodsky (2015) looked at whether a jury could be inoculated
        against perceptions that an expert was a “hired gun,” someone testifying mostly out of a motivation for
        financial reward. Their work, however, suggested that not inoculating was more effective in terms of
        perceptions of the expert’s expertise than trying to inoculate. Indeed, across measures, inoculation was
        unsuccessful. Thus, extant work in inoculation theory suggests that inoculation usually protects against
        attacks by 1) raising attacks preemptively and 2) weakening those attacks – e.g., through refutation of the
        attack, before a stronger attack is made.
      


      
        Another application of inoculation in the context of character assassination also warrants consideration –
        inoculation not as a means of protecting against but rather as a strategy of engaging in
        character attacks. Could an inoculation treatment actually serve as the method of character assassination? The
        answer might not be so much that it could but rather that it usually does, even when source derogation is not
        intended by those employing inoculation strategies of resistance to influence. This possibility is explored
        next.
      

    

    
      Inoculation As Character Assassination


      
        Inoculation has established efficacy as a means of protecting image against attack. It also has established
        efficacy as a means of attacking image – the image of the future attacker. Although the conventional
        explanation for how inoculation confers resistance rests on counterarguments and their refutations, evidence
        also suggests that inoculation messages lead recipients to derogate the perceived character of the source(s) of
        the eventual attack message (Miller et al., 2013). A few political inoculation studies point to how inoculation
        works to confer resistance, at least in part, by derogating the sources of attack messages (Pfau and Burgoon,
        1988; Pfau and Kenski, 1990; Pfau et al., 1990). And indeed, some inoculation treatments specifically call into
        question the motives and strategies of the future attacker as a rhetorical strategy (framing: Niederdeppe,
        Gollust and Barry, 2014). Whether an explicit strategy or not, inoculation treatments often have the effect of
        derogating perceptions of the sources of persuasive attacks.
      


      
        Scholars have pointed to how little we know about these source derogation effects – and how broad of an
        umbrella these effects comprise. What we do know is that inoculation confers a larger umbrella of resistance –
        not only to the attacks raised and refuted in the treatment message but also to (theoretically) any
        attack raised by a future persuader (Banas and Rains, 2009; McGuire, 1964). We also know that inoculation
        treatments can spread protection to related but unmentioned issues. Parker, Ivanov and Compton (2012), for
        example, found that inoculating against pressure to engage in unprotected sex also protected against pressure
        to engage in binge drinking – even when binge drinking was not brought up in the treatment messages.
      


      
        One might wonder, then, if the source derogation effects of inoculation treatment messages also spread to other
        sources of argumentation. That is, if an inoculation message intended to confer resistance to peer pressures to
        engage in binge drinking, could that also have the effect of derogating perceptions of peers on other issues?
        And if so, could an inoculation treatment discourage positive peer pressure (Parker, Ivanov, and Compton,
        2012)? In terms of character assassination, if one tries to inoculate against the negative attack ads of a
        particular political party, could that also affect how people process other arguments from that party – or
        raise cynicism of politics in general (Compton and Ivanov, 2013)?
      


      
        How then, might one combat the source derogation effect of inoculation, whether the source derogation is a
        specific part of the attack strategy or an inherent part of the inoculation process? We know more about how to
        combat “bad” persuasion (e.g., through inoculation) than how to combat “bad” inoculation – although one recent
        study suggests that we can inoculate against inoculation (Banas and Miller,
        2013). Banas and Miller found that explicitly warning about an inoculation attempt (i.e., how inoculation
        theory works and the intent of such campaigns), prior to that inoculation attempt, weakens the success of the
        inoculation campaign.
      


      
        Inoculation, then, offers a tested way to prepare image against an attack – across contexts and across issues –
        but at the same time, it seems to result in source derogation of the future attacker, and these effects are
        understudied outcomes of inoculation campaign messaging that need more research. But before examining this and
        other areas of future work with inoculation and character assassination, we look at an emerging conceptual
        framework that combines inoculation with another form of image-work: image prepare.
      

    

    
      Image Prepare


      
        Image prepare (Compton, 2017) – a synthesis of image repair theory (Benoit, 2014) and inoculation theory
        (Compton, 2013; McGuire, 1964) – offers another way of thinking about inoculation in the context of image
        attacks. I have argued that a messaging strategy could benefit from the timing and format of inoculation
        treatments, i.e., preemptive and composed of forewarnings and two-sided message components, combined with the
        nuanced argumentation strategies outlined in image repair (Compton, 2017). We can think of this as a strategy
        of preemptive image repair (see Benoit, 2014).
      


      
        Benoit’s (2014) image repair theory offers a robust typology for identifying and analyzing rhetorical
        strategies employed to repair an image after it has been damaged. His synthesis of extant research in apologia
        and related work results in a five-category typology: denial, evading responsibility, reducing offensiveness,
        mortification, and corrective action. Benoit’s theory has been applied across contexts, including politics
        (e.g., Len-Ríos and Benoit, 2004), public relations (e.g., Compton, 2014), sport (e.g., Brazeal, 2008),
        entertainment (e.g., Compton and Miller, 2011), and other contexts.
      


      
        We know much more about inoculation’s efficacy, in general, than we do about how specific rhetorical strategies
        employed in an inoculation message function to confer protection. One could then design, and test, inoculation
        pretreatment messages around the strategies identified in the image repair typology, with modifications to make
        them preemptive. An additional source for rhetorical strategies is found in Pamela Benoit’s (1997) “success
        story” typology, which outlines strategies of acclamation, or promoting one’s image. Such a move could further
        specify inoculation’s efficacy against character attacks; beyond the question of whether it works, we could
        learn which specific image strategies work best as preemptive protections (Compton, 2017).
      


      
        For example, one could design an inoculation message that looks specifically at potential future character
        attacks on competence, and preempt these attacks by raising them and pairing them with bolstering tactics,
        which Benoit (2014) conceptualizes as promoting positive characteristics of an entity. In a conventional image
        repair equation, we would imagine these bolstering statements to be offered after an attack, to build back up
        positive feelings toward the attacked. In an image prepare chronology, this bolstering would be offered prior
        to an expected attack – a way to shore up positive feelings toward a target.
      


      
        Or we could imagine a preemptive message that couches potential, even likely, setbacks in larger contexts,
        using a transcendence image approach, which Benoit (2014, p. 25) describes as offering “a different frame of
        reference” for the perceived offensive act. Again, in a conventional image repair situation, we would expect
        transcendence messages to follow an attack – an attempt to have the audience reframe how they are seeing the
        offense and, subsequently, diminish the damage to image caused by the perceived offense. An image prepare
        approach would offer this reframing prior to the attack; instead of trying to change how an audience has seen
        an act, the message would attempt to change how an audience will see an act.
        For example, prior to a risky test of a new technological advancement, one could (pre)argue that introducing
        innovative technologies always carries the risk of failure, and it is through these failures that companies
        strengthen and grow.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        As outlined here, results of past work suggest that inoculation messaging has two key relationships with
        character assassination: 1) inoculation messaging can be used preemptively to protect against character attacks
        before they are launched, and 2) inoculation messaging can be used to attack, intentionally, and might have
        some source derogation effects that are unintentional – a side effect of the inoculation treatment itself. We
        might think of the latter as a form of iatrogenic effects: problems caused by the intervention itself (Compton,
        2013). As I posited in an earlier work: Might the source derogation effects of inoculation treatments be
        contributing to cynicism (Compton, 2013), or other negative side effects?
      


      
        The idea of image prepare, or of a targeted inoculation message using different rhetorical strategies, might be
        the most promising next line of inoculation-informed messaging campaigns. Inoculation’s efficacy in protecting
        image has been well established by existing research, but there is still much to learn about how inoculation
        might function against different types of character attacks, from different sources, through different
        channels, with different audiences, and so on. Indeed, research into source credibility/image has received
        surprisingly little attention in inoculation theory scholarship (Compton and Pfau, 2005). We would also benefit
        from more research like that of An and Pfau (2004) which looked not just at inoculation’s effects on image
        perceptions, but on specific components of image (e.g., perceptions of competence, perceptions of character).
        Optimal theory building – and more nuanced practical applications – will happen with a more nuanced approach to
        image and a more nuanced approach to inoculation.
      


      
        Another area that offers such nuance is the recent focus on the role of word-of-mouth communication in
        inoculation, or postinoculation talk (PIT). Compton and Pfau (2009) made the theoretical case for
        inoculation messaging motivating word-of-mouth communication about the issue(s) raised in an inoculation
        message, through reassurance (needing to have beliefs re-strengthened after having them attacked in the
        inoculation message) and/or advocacy (being equipped to defend one’s beliefs and engaged in dialogue/debate
        with others). Their theorizing has been supported by a number of subsequent empirical PIT studies. Ivanov and
        colleagues (2012) found evidence that inoculation messages motivate more talk about the issue and that this
        talk strengthens the inoculation, or resistance, effect. Dillingham and Ivanov (2016) have revealed how PIT
        boosts belief certainty about the issue addressed in the inoculation treatment message.
      


      
        It might also be worth returning to the question of whether inoculation can protect against character attacks
        in the form of political humor. My early work suggests that inoculation falters in the face of humor – at least
        the way I tested it (Compton, 2004). But other work has suggested success with inoculation and humor (e.g., Lim
        and Ki, 2007). In another work, I’ve sketched out a theoretical case for inoculation’s efficacy against
        political humor – and at the same time, political humor’s efficacy in functioning as a mode of inoculation
        (Compton, 2018). The question is similar to the one posed here in terms of character assassination: Can
        inoculation treatments protect against political humor, and at the same time, can political humor serve as a
        type of inoculation treatment?
      


      
        Another area that warrants more exploration in inoculation scholarship and in character assassination
        scholarship is the possibly of self-inoculation – or perhaps to better fit the character assassination
        metaphor: self-defense. Apart from the conventional effects of character assassination – a politician losing constituent support, a corporation losing customers, a
        celebrity losing fans (and see Ivanov and Parker, 2011) – character assassination also takes a toll on the
        target him- or herself. Could inoculation protect not only against audience attitudes, but also, the attitudes,
        beliefs, etc. of the one being attacked? Some extant inoculation research suggests that this might be the case.
        Consider, for example, work that finds inoculation as a way to boost efficacy. Self-efficacy, long treated as
        an independent variable in inoculation research (Compton, 2013), began to be treated as an effect of
        inoculation treatments in the 2000s. Pfau and colleagues (2009), for example, confirmed that inoculation could
        boost perceptions of one’s self-efficacy in the face of attacks on one’s position – and other work has revealed
        that inoculation can even boost perceptions of one’s task efficacy prior to criticism ( Jackson et al., 2015).
      


      
        We also have evidence that inoculation can help reframe negative emotional responses into something more
        positive. Jackson and colleagues (2017) found that inoculation messages could help reduce fear in a public
        speaking context – and reframe remaining fear into something more positive and motivating. Might we find
        something similar at work with inoculation and character assassination, whereas inoculation reduces negative
        emotions associated with such attacks and helps to reframe the emotions that persist as something more
        positively motivating?
      


      
        There are also several specific contexts that seem particularly well suited to considerations of inoculation
        theory and character assassination. One of these contexts is bullying. Many intervention efforts help. One
        meta-analysis found a 20–23 per cent average decrease in bullying others and a 17–20 per cent average decrease
        in being bullied (Farrington and Ttofi 2009) attributed to antibullying school-based programs. After their
        review of antibullying efforts, Menesini and Salmivalli (2017) pointed to the importance of peer and parent
        involvement. An inoculation-informed campaign could be a particularly promising approach for such a campaign,
        considering that high credibility of sources of inoculation messages are more effective in ultimately
        conferring resistance to influence (An, 2003). Indeed, scholars have already outlined inoculation’s potential
        efficacy against a factor of bullying: verbal aggression (Rosenberg, 2004).
      


      
        Future research of inoculation and character assassination could come in many forms. Most inoculation theory
        research has been experimental, but inoculation has also been used as the basis for rhetorical analysis (e.g.,
        Compton and Kaylor, 2013). Most image repair theory research has been rhetorical, but image repair theory has
        also been used as the basis for experimental analysis (e.g., Dardis and Haigh, 2009). Likewise, work with
        character assassination and inoculation (or image repair, or image prepare) can, and should, take many
        approaches – both qualitative and quantitative – and many forms, including case studies.
      


      
        What can distinguish inoculation theory as it relates to character assassination is, foremost, its timing.
        Conventional inoculation is a preemptive strategy, a way to prepare for an attack before it occurs. Research
        into preemptive measures to thwart the attack – the would-be assassination – is an important part of character
        assassination and reputation management scholarship, and inoculation theory is, I argue here, a particularly
        promising theory to guide such work.
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      Most studies of character assassination tend to focus on the overt behavioural, social, and political features of
      the attack, as well as on its social and political fallout. Since the take-off of cross-disciplinary studies in
      this domain around 2010, historians, political scientists, and communications experts have dominated the field.
      The psychological effects of character assassination, meanwhile, have long been underexplored (Shiraev, 2014).
      Indeed, one of the least studied aspects of character attacks is their negative psychological impact on the
      individual who becomes the target, or even the victim. The key question is this: what happens to individuals’
      inner world, their subjective well-being, after they have experienced a character attack? What is the general and
      specific psychological impact of character attacks on the individual?
    


    
      The Psychological Impact


      
        First, we need to define and explain the key terms relevant to our discussion. By “psychological impact” we
        mean a range of negative and interconnected cognitive, emotional, and behavioural developments that take place
        within the individual who is the target of a character attack. We assume that the psychological developments
        that result from an attack include a range of negative emotional reactions (which are usually short-term and
        passing, such as an angry reaction) or emotional states (which are usually long-term and persistent, such as a
        depressed mood). The former can influence an individual’s mood and his or her immediate decisions. The latter
        affects the individual’s reputation, meaningful relationships, and quality of life.
      


      
        Character attacks can also exacerbate certain pre-existing emotional states (for instance, an individual’s
        already elevated anxiety or depressive tendencies). They may prompt negative behavioural reactions, such as
        increased impulsivity or, by contrast, withdrawal. Biographers of Mohamed Reza Pahlavi (1919–1980), former shah
        of Iran, document numerous and relentless character attacks against him during his tenure as head of state. He
        was accused of philandering, greed, nepotism, and having a gambling addiction. Such attacks (whether based on
        factual evidence or not) reportedly had a serious psychological impact on the shah and even influenced his
        political decisions: He became increasingly impulsive and could be frequently indecisive. Yet impulsivity and
        indecisiveness had already been traits of the shah’s personality since his youth; the attacks, most likely,
        only aggravated these tendencies (Milani, 2011).
      


      
        An attack’s traumatic psychological impact cannot necessarily be neatly categorised
        as either short-term or long-term. The psychological changes caused by a character attack – be it a single
        instance of online slander or a relentless chain of denigration – can be placed on a continuum. In clinical
        psychology, such a continuum refers to changes that are typically labelled as ascending from (1) mild to (2)
        moderate to (3) severe. Such emotional states and persistent behavioural trends may develop into serious
        psychological symptoms that can be medically diagnosed. This means that they often can be recognised as
        psychological disorders. Psychologists studying character attacks should therefore describe and illustrate
        these impacts in accordance with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders accepted in the
        United States and many other countries, as well as with international classifications on the subject of
        psychological trauma (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; American Medical Association, 2018). For example,
        a character attack can be a contributing factor to a person’s adjustment disorder, a cluster of persistent
        symptoms associated with significant distress that occurs in someone who is unable to cope with a major life
        stressor. This stressor can be connected to rumours, innuendo, slander, or other forms of direct and indirect
        attacks. This disorder’s symptoms include persistent depressed mood, anxiety, irritability, sleep problems, and
        feelings of helplessness, to name just a few. Individual personality features and circumstances may exacerbate
        these symptoms. Once the individual is able to handle the stressor, the harmful symptoms are likely to diminish
        or disappear altogether. The challenge for an individual is finding the right way to approach the stressor
        (Powell, 2015).
      


      
        Any research about the psychological impact of character attacks, especially their traumatic effect, is likely
        to draw on the general psychological research looking at the influence of traumatic and stressful events on the
        individual. These studies commonly refer to stress and the factors contributing to stress, acute traumatic
        disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, and the individual’s coping mechanisms for dealing with stressful or
        traumatic events. At this stage, we have to refer mostly to research in the fields of psychology, psychiatry,
        and behavioural studies, and apply the results of this research to the study into character assassination
        (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
      


      
        The psychological impacts of character attacks on an individual can be divided into two main categories: (1)
        direct and (2) indirect. The direct impact of character attacks relates to a range of psychological and
        behavioural outcomes taking place “within” the target or victim (the individual who is under attack). Such
        outcomes are supposed to be a direct result of the attack, but they are mediated by situational factors. For
        example, a university professor may be emotionally traumatised and experience a state of elevated anxiety
        immediately after reading several personal, insulting remarks against her on Facebook about her recently
        published research paper. Or in a different example, a student may refuse to go to school on Monday after she
        has been relentlessly attacked on Twitter by a group of bullies from her high school over the weekend.
      


      
        The intense impact of personal humiliation is particularly clear in cases of public punishment, which is a
        feature of many cultures. “Stoning,” “caning,” and “crucifying,” among similar castigations throughout history,
        allowed public outbursts of anger against the victims, who were usually accused of some crime or moral offense.
        The psychological impact of this humiliation and profound rejection is likely to be very distressing and
        traumatic; a person’s public rejection becomes a powerful source for his or her traumatic emotions. In a
        timeless novel by Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina suffered precisely this type of open public rejection by the
        Russian upper class society of the nineteenth century over the rumours that she was having an extramarital
        affair. Today’s politicians face public humiliation when they are under symbolic yet media-consequential
        attacks by paint, eggs or tomatoes. It is perhaps even more difficult to cope with these attacks when the
        number of attackers is unknown, their identity is hidden (as in the case of online
        attacks), and the target is unsure how many people would be willing to defend him or her against the attacks
        (Icks and Shiraev, 2014).
      


      
        Indirect impact refers to cases where the individual psychologically identifies with a particular target
        – or several targets – of character assassination or has a special psychological attachment to the cause for
        which they stand. For example, a devout Christian may be emotionally hurt (such as feeling very angry,
        helpless, irritated, or agitated) after reading a remark insulting Jesus Christ. This may be an immediate,
        passing emotional reaction, but it may equally cause long-term discomfort and suffering (a psychological state
        of distress) within the individual. This is just one example; insulting remarks about other religious symbols
        and figures should easily come to mind. The infamous Charlie Hebdo massacre took place after two brothers, Saïd
        and Chérif Kouachi, stormed the offices of the French satirical publication Charlie Hebdo in Paris in
        2015. Hatred and rage directed against the publication’s editors was a psychological and behavioural reaction
        to the jokes about Islamic leaders and the Prophet Muhammad printed by the publication (Bilefsky, 2015). Plenty
        of other examples can be drawn from social life, entertainment or politics: Driven by anger or other emotions,
        some people tend to feel compelled to turn to violence or another destructive action against the source of such
        negative remarks. The anonymity of these attacks makes the targets even more vulnerable, as they do not know
        who is behind the attack or how to respond (Kowalski et al., 2011).
      


      
        Psychological science offers several models or concepts for studying the traumatic psychological impact of life
        events. We can apply these concepts to better understand character attacks. These models vary in terms of their
        commitment to empirical research and practical applications. They also approach psychological trauma from
        different – yet often overlapping – scientific positions (Shiraev, 2014).
      

    

    
      The Psychoanalytic Approach


      
        Modern psychoanalysis (the approach rooted in the theory of Sigmund Freud and his followers) centres on
        the individual’s unconscious individual features, which are generally rooted in his or her early childhood
        experiences. According to psychoanalysis, we as individuals are generally unaware of our psychological
        problems; as a result, we tend to explain away challenges using readily available yet mostly incorrect
        explanations (for example, bad luck, another person’s malevolent intentions, or conspiracy).
      


      
        Psychoanalysis teaches that we all have potential weaknesses rooted in our childhood experiences, and such
        weaknesses make us more or less vulnerable to character attacks. Despite its methodological weaknesses (such as
        the lack of experimental research and the deficiency of quantifiable, evidence-based treatment methods),
        psychoanalysis offers several potentially useful assumptions related to “the self” and various psychological
        means of protecting the individual who is attacked. For instance, a person’s emotional suffering caused by a
        character attack (like persistent and derogatory name-calling posted on social networks) occurs when the target
        cannot launch effective behavioural or psychological responses to the assault. In such cases, individuals are
        expected to automatically unleash unconscious protective shields (called “defence mechanisms”) to deal with
        their unpleasant or traumatic experiences. Such defence mechanisms can be effective because they often allow
        the individual to avoid the negative impact of the attack, including by blaming someone or something else for
        his or her own personal problems. Yet defence mechanisms can also be ineffective or even futile. For instance,
        if a person accuses others of being “mean” or “evil,” this action can hinder the person’s other efforts to seek
        effective responses to the attacks. In such cases, the individual’s emotional suffering continues because the
        problem has not been successfully addressed. However, help can be sought: psychoanalysis is rooted in the assumption that only a trained and certified professional can help alleviate
        the negative emotional consequences of character attacks.
      


      
        Narcissism is another concept that exemplifies the psychoanalytic approach. It stands for the symbolic
        destruction of an individual’s “good” image and his or her inability to deal emotionally with this symbolic
        damage. Narcissism is not an illness (though it may in some cases be diagnosed as Narcissistic Personality
        Disorder) but rather a personality trait, which is a stable emotional, cognitive, and behavioural pattern. In a
        nutshell, people labelled narcissistic are prone to vanity, which is the excessive belief in their
        social superiority, outstanding talents, or irresistible appeal to others. They persistently crave being the
        centre of attention and believe that they are entitled to care, special conditions, and perks unavailable to
        other people. They are often manipulative and capricious. However, people with narcissistic features feel
        trapped between their own imagined talents, beauty, and magnificence, on the one hand, and emotional
        disconnection from other people, on the other (Makhovskaya and Marchenko, 2014; Pinsky and Young, 2009).
      


      
        Narcissism is not a marginal phenomenon affecting few people. Studies suggest that narcissism has been a
        growing social tendency (Twenge and Campbell, 2009), a fact that creates favourable conditions for character
        attacks. People with narcissistic individual traits tend to take attacks and criticisms too much to heart.
        Therefore, a character attack against them often becomes too traumatic to be overcome by standard means such as
        ignoring. To such individuals, a character attack – whether justified or not – requires a public response. This
        often leads to an escalation of the problem and even a new conflict. In the face of a character attack, a
        person with narcissistic tendencies may turn around and find a target of their own attack as a form of
        retaliation (Bushman and Baumeister, 1998).
      


      
        Because narcissism as a personality trait should be present – to some degree – in all individuals, we all are,
        according to the psychoanalytic view, vulnerable to character attacks. The depth and scope of such
        vulnerability depends on the extent of an individual’s narcissism. In theory, the less narcissism is present,
        the less the impact of a character attack.
      


      
        While psychoanalysis is rooted mostly in clinical practice and observations, a more advanced approach to
        studying the traumatic impact of character assassination is based on empirical research and experimentation.
      

    

    
      The Cognitive Approach


      
        The character of George Washington, the first US president, was blazingly attacked in 1776. In a classic
        example of “fake news,” a series of forged letters to the British king – most likely written by his enemies and
        falsely attributed to him – made Washington appear weak, indecisive, uncertain, and apologetic. At the time,
        Washington ignored this spurious and fabricated slander. However, two decades later, when these fake letters
        reappeared in new publications, Washington was deeply frustrated and felt emotionally disturbed (Ford, Randolph
        and Vadrill, 2012). What prompted such a different emotional reaction after so many years?
      


      
        Cognitive psychologists (including social psychologists) tend to provide a reliable scientific foundation for
        the study of psychological trauma. We can apply their findings to look at the psychological impact of character
        attacks. The cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) as well as the attribution approach (Kelley, 1979)
        and the personal constructs approach (Kelly, 1955), in particular, should allow us to draw preliminary
        conclusions about the negative impact of character attacks on the individual in various social contexts. These
        models provide consistent empirical evidence about why some individuals “under character attack” experience
        emotional harm, whereas others do not. In short, the cognitive theory suggests that some people develop a set
        of beliefs and assumptions that make them more vulnerable to attacks than other individuals.
      


      
        Unlike psychoanalysts, cognitive and social psychologists do not necessarily turn to
        early childhood experiences. They suggest that individual beliefs are constructed and developed based on the
        subjective rules of common sense. According to cognitive psychologists, every individual attempts to create
        many subjective social constructs or attitudes in order to maintain a balanced, non-contradictory view of the
        social world. This makes sense: People tend to avoid an unpleasant state of tension within themselves when they
        witness inconsistencies and contradictions typical of their experiences. Challenging the postulates of
        psychoanalysis, social and cognitive psychologists argue that it is only natural for an individual to maintain
        a balanced view of the world. This is a set of beliefs in which things appear quite logical: For instance, good
        deeds are rewarded, and evil acts are punished.
      


      
        Turning to the subject of this chapter, a character attack should challenge or even damage an individual’s
        balanced picture of the world and the self. To illustrate, if you assume that you are a good and reasonable
        person, any message that callously challenges this assumption should be evaluated as unpleasant. It should
        require action. First, you can totally ignore the attack. Second, you can create an ad hoc theory as to why
        this attack is untrue or irrelevant (it may, for instance, be driven by the selfish motives of another person).
        Third, however, if neither rejection nor explanation works for you, the character attack creates an inner
        psychological state of misbalance and emotional tension: “How could they do this to me?” Under this last set of
        circumstances, character assassination can actually “work,” becoming a destructive psychological force.
      


      
        We cannot know exactly why Washington was so disturbed about the character attacks against him (the forged
        letters) twenty years after they had first emerged. Yet based on the cognitive approach, we can suggest that
        Washington’s psychological constructs (attitudes) had changed by the end of his life, at which time he became
        very concerned about his political legacy and his historical reputation, whereas he had previously been less
        sensitive to other people’s views of him (see Ford, Randolph and Vadrill, 2012).
      

    

    
      Individual Vulnerabilities and Thresholds


      
        A damaging article posted on a site or an insulting picture uploaded to a social network produce different
        impacts under different circumstances. In the face of character attacks, some individuals seek and find inner
        emotional and cognitive resources to activate protective psychological mechanisms or barriers. Others are at a
        loss and emotionally suffer from the attacks (Masten and Narayan, 2012). Why do some people develop such
        protective barriers or shields while others do not?
      


      
        Let’s introduce the concept of the individual threshold to the study of character assassination. The
        term “threshold” is rooted in classical psychological studies of sensation. In traditional psychology, a
        sensory threshold refers to the minimum amount of signal necessary to produce a sensation. In the context of
        character attacks, we assume that certain individuals – because of their background or their current social
        circumstances – have relatively high thresholds and are thus likely to be immune to (or feel relatively
        unaffected by) character attacks (Icks and Shiraev, 2018). People with low thresholds are more vulnerable; they
        tend to be more sensitive to any information that attempts to discredit, criticise, or convey a negative view
        of them. Psychological science suggests that some people have a stable individual features or traits called
        neuroticism: persistent vigilance and caution. These individuals tend to see threats in circumstances
        and signals that other people easily ignore. As such, a simple act of criticism can provoke a strong emotional
        reaction in them. At the other end of the spectrum, individuals who measure low on neuroticism tend to respond
        less to threatening signals and pay less attention to character attacks.
      


      
        Contemporary studies also reveal the existence of so-called latent vulnerability traits, which are specific
        behavioural and psychological features that individuals develop during any period in
        life (e.g., bad habits, substance use or abuse, a propensity to make impulsive decisions, or self-damaging
        behaviour). These features may later develop into stable traits that impede an individual’s capacity to cope
        with stressors (Beauchaine and Marsh, 2006). John Curtin and colleagues showed, for example, that an alcohol or
        a drug habit could be a latent vulnerability trait for some people: when a difficult life situation arises,
        they turn to substances rather than addressing the problem (Curtin, McCarthy, Piper and Baker, 2005). Very
        often, an individual’s desire for social acceptance is a key mechanism determining why people tend to fight for
        their good reputation (Bushman and Baumeister, 1998).
      

    

    
      Adjustment and Coping


      
        Personality traits such as neuroticism develop early in life but can change over the course of an individual’s
        lifespan. However, people are not mechanical “responding devices” that react to external signals only in the
        way they have been programmed to. People can adjust to and cope with external stressors. Adjustment refers to
        relatively significant changes in an individual’s behaviour in response to external and internal challenges.
        Adjustment is somewhat similar to coping, which is a deliberate and conscious effort to adapt to challenges,
        varying situations, and new conditions, but adjustment is not necessarily conscious and deliberate. Research on
        psychology of adjustment provides knowledge about problems and conditions that cause people’s need for
        adjustment, their psychological mechanisms of adjustment, and ways to help people cope. Several findings from
        this research are applicable here.
      


      
        What do we do when we face stressors or significant challenges in our lives? There are four main strategies:
        Two relate to the individual; the other two, to the social environment.
      


      
        Some people avoid dealing with stressful events, whereas others tend to confront them. Some individuals cope by
        transforming their personal features, including their habits and traits; others remain stubborn and unchanged.
        Research shows that people choose different copying strategies based on their age, experience, social support,
        and education (Folkman et al., 1987; Powell, 2015). In addition, there are many seemingly small variables and
        ever-changing circumstances that may affect the way people adjust and cope.
      


      
        In the face of a stressor, we can choose – if we think logically – between two alternatives: changing something
        internally (such as altering our own thinking, emotional responses, and behaviour) or changing little, if at
        all. The choice between these two strategies (“To change or not to change?”) depends on our personality as well
        as on specific circumstances and context. In the first case, coping will require some personal transformation
        and correction. New assessments of the stressors should be made, and innovative responses found. A change of
        habits and even personality features may be required.
      


      
        Which challenges – or stressors – do we accept, and which do we contest? This discussion has been going on in
        the social sciences and humanities for centuries. Some philosophers in the past called for the individual’s
        active engagement in life events in attempts to transform them. Others called for more wisdom and acceptance of
        one’s fate. Both sides offered reasonable arguments in defence of their positions: On the one hand, we should
        be able to overcome life’s challenges by standing tall against them; on the other, there are many challenges
        that we are incapable of overcoming, so we should not falsely believe that we can resolve every problem and
        negotiate every obstacle. Online trolls, for example, do not care about the strength or logic of their target’s
        arguments. The trolls’ goal is to have fun and destroy the opponent by any means necessary. Many innocent
        victims of troll attacks wrongly believe that logic and common sense will prevail and then are disappointed
        (and often deeply traumatised) by quite unreasonable, humiliating attacks against them.
      


      
        Coping and adjustment can be active or passive, with many gradations between these
        two alternatives. At one end of the imaginary spectrum is approaching, which is a type of coping that
        refers to deliberate attempts to change oneself as well as the sources of stress. A person who is approaching
        is seeking internal (their own) and external (others’) resources to deal with a stressor or problem (Zeidner
        and Endler, 1995). Approaching involves cognitive operations, such as thinking, as well as actions. Approaching
        can be proactive when an individual is aware of a problem or anticipates the emergence of a stressor and thus
        has one or more strategies for dealing with it. For instance, a person may construct an attitude that is rooted
        in the assumption that character attacks are inevitable and therefore one has to have a range of strategies for
        actively dealing with them. Approaching can be mostly behavioural (involving actions), mostly cognitive
        (involving thinking), or a combination of the two.
      


      
        Coping may also take the form of avoiding, which is keeping oneself from having to address a challenge
        or stressor. There are several types of avoidant behaviour. Avoidant behaviour can be rational, which means
        that we consciously try to discount or ignore an apparent problem even after we become aware of it. Many of us
        avoid paying attention to criticisms and online attacks because we understand that we have little time, desire,
        or opportunity to address them. On the other hand, avoiding can be a way of hiding from a problem. This often
        leads to the escalation of the initial problem because the original stressor (a character attack) is not
        addressed. Avoiding can be behavioural (not doing anything to address the problem), cognitive (not thinking
        about the problem), or both. Avoiding can take the form of compensatory behaviour, which may distract the
        individual from addressing the stressor. Very often, it is an effective strategy. However, as research shows,
        such behaviour is often associated with painful outcomes (Filipkowski and Smyth, 2012; Williams, Ciarrochi and
        Heaven, 2012). For example, approximately two in five adults in America report overeating unhealthy foods in
        the past month because of continuing stress including personal insults or criticisms (American Psychological
        Association, 2015). Avoiding can also be a result of a person’s lack of knowledge and understanding, deliberate
        ignorance (“I don’t even want to know”), inability to correctly assess the problem and its significance, or
        individual psychological vulnerabilities, including mental illness. Individuals can develop a victim mentality,
        assuming that the entire world is against them, nobody understands them, and their problems are so unique that
        nobody can help.
      


      
        Passive adjustment, or passive coping, is a general pattern of relying on others to address or resolve
        stressful events or life situations. This pattern of dependency is rooted in an individual’s feeling of
        helplessness and his or her inability to deal with the stressor. Those who engage in passive coping tend to
        relinquish control of the stressful situation to others, wanting others to help them find the best way of
        coping (Carroll, 2013).
      


      
        Coping has a continuum of outcomes, ranging from successful to unsuccessful. On one end of the spectrum,
        successful coping responses allow an individual to maintain a happy and productive life, score high on the
        measures of subjective well-being (happiness), and be free of symptoms of distress. The modern psychological
        theory of coping also shows that a few practical suggestions – involving education, educational training,
        self-coping, and counselling – on how to practically address the traumatic impact of character attacks can be
        helpful.
      


      
        Even in ancient times, philosophers in India, China, and Greece stated that many individuals had a distorted
        way of looking at things and could not effectively cope with difficulties (Isaeva, 1999). Modern research
        provides supporting evidence for those philosophical assertions. As with “helpful” traits, there are also
        features that negatively affect coping. Consider procrastination. Research shows that constant procrastination
        becomes maladaptive for an individual’s coping strategies, especially if a person is measured high on
        impulsivity and low on self-discipline ( Jaffe, 2013). People who procrastinate persistently create false
        excuses based on the assumption that turning to their problem (such as an insult
        against them) later is a better choice (Pychyl et al., 2000). Social conditions may also unfavourable to
        addressing the trauma, as was the case for the millions of women who suffered from insults and harassment and
        did not reveal the problem for fear of a social backlash against them.
      


      
        Consistent cognitive distortions can also negatively affect the coping process. These are thoughts and
        assumptions rooted in negative emotions that cause individuals to perceive reality somewhat inaccurately
        (Burns, 1989). A political candidate, for example, may be angry that the mocking online comments about her
        speech patterns (such as using many unnecessary words, like “you know,” “well,” or “something like that”) are
        unfair and even rude. Instead of changing her speech patterns, she is now emotionally preoccupied with her
        anger against her attackers. To take another example, consider consistent catastrophic thinking – the stable
        tendency of an individual to overestimate the probability of very negative outcomes. People who are prone to
        this type of thinking tend to focus on their negative emotions, a process that is called rumination.
        These individuals see threats when there are few or none. They tend to exaggerate minor threats and to be
        dispositional pessimists – people who have the general and stable belief that bad things will happen and
        negative outcomes occur.
      


      
        Catastrophic thinking as a thought pattern has been linked to certain personality characteristics.
        Psychologists, for example, refer to the Type D personality (D stands for distressed in cognitive
        and behavioural terms). The Type D personality is linked to the persistent tendency toward negative affect
        (being constantly irritable, anxious and expecting failure) and social inhibition (which involves both
        self-restraint and a lack of self-assurance). This type is also associated with the development of burnout
        (Shiraev, 2016).
      


      
        What do individuals think, feel, or experience as a result of the attack against them? How long do these
        effects persist? How does this individual cope with the psychological consequences of the attack? How does a
        character attack change the individual’s decisions, and why do individuals who suffer from character
        assassination make certain decisions but not others? We have outlined a few preliminary answers to these and
        similar questions, and in describing them, we hope that we have sketched a few directions for future research
        in the field.
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      Introduction


      
        Character assassination (CA) is a rare topic in communication studies. Episodic research has addressed the use
        of CA in television news during international conflicts (Samoilenko et al., 2017); negative campaigns and their
        effects on voters’ attitudes and behavior (Malloy and Pearson-Merkowitz, 2016); and the perception of character
        traits and personal values of CEOs during corporate crises (Seiffert-Brockmann, Einwiller and Stranzl, 2018).
        These studies are traditionally grounded in social psychology and focus on the functional application of CA
        strategies.
      


      
        The current approach does not sufficiently explain the social and cultural realities in which CA processes take
        place. It pays little attention to communication practices and power relations in social groups and
        institutions. This chapter therefore advocates for a paradigm shift toward the sociocultural view of character
        assassination.
      


      
        This purpose of this essay is exploratory. It looks into the social role of CA rather than addressing its uses
        and effects at the operational level. Aside from calling for a paradigmatic shift, it welcomes a new discussion
        through the lens of reflexive sociologists (Lizardo, 2010).1
        Acknowledging those contributions, this chapter examines CA’s dual role as both a property of social structure
        and a means of structuration. It argues that CA is intrinsic to any social relations that involve strategic
        communication, competition, or conflict. However, it also contributes to the main modes of structuration
        producing and reproducing ideological and power relations in society. The chapter concludes by providing
        directions for future research.
      

    

    
      The Psychological Tradition and Its Limitations


      
        The sociopsychological tradition theorizes communication as a process of influence, as exemplified by
        experimental persuasion studies and attitude theories (Hovland, Janis and Kelley, 1953; Sherif and Hovland,
        1961; Sherif, Sherif and Nebergall, 1965). Additional psychological research examines the development of
        impressions of other people (Bruner and Tagiuri, 1954; Schneider, Hastorf and Ellsworth, 1979); how those
        impressions lead to prejudice, stigmatizing attitudes, and discrimination (Allport, 1954; Heider, 1958; Kelley,
        1967); and how selectively applied moral agency and disengagement displace responsibility and dehumanize
        (Bandura, 2007, 2016). In short, the sociopsychological approach to communication
        explains why and how individuals communicate and what the effects are of this
        communication. In regard to CA, it elucidates how attackers’ personality traits determine their actions and
        choice of attack messages and how targets and audiences process and react to these messages. Despite its
        obvious merits, the sociopsychological approach has limitations.
      


      
        The sociopsychological approach views character assassination as linear. The attacker sends and the
        target passively receives messages. This model depicts the sender as a bowler delivering a ball through a lane.
        “If it is aimed well, the ball strikes the passive pins (the target audience) with a predictable effect”
        (Griffin, 2012, p. 52). From this perspective, CA is a solo act similar to the practice of arching – the
        attacker aims an arrow at the passive target, who unavoidably gets hurt. This view ignores the target’s ability
        to influence the attacker in return: in real life, both sender and receiver are responsible for the effects of
        communication.
      


      
        The sociopsychological view examines CA in terms of cause-and-effect relationships. Rationality and
        intentionality may be less apparent in situations where two or more actors attack each other’s character
        standing. However, those actors often simultaneously engage in attacks and defenses and continuously adjust
        strategies in response to consecutive actions, again defying the linearity of the sociopsychological approach.
      


      
        Although the sociopsychological paradigm discusses personality and motivational characteristics of social
        actors, it pays little attention to the issues resulting from communication practices and power relations in
        social groups and institutions. In short, it fails to address how multiple pragmatic actors communicate to
        expand resources, negotiate power dynamics, and influence others’ behavior in sociocultural contexts. One
        reason for that failure is ambiguity – it is difficult to deduce if a CA action stems from an individual’s
        disposition toward aggression or the adversarial context in which an interaction takes place, especially if
        that context is politicized.
      


      
        Social psychology also emphasizes microlevel social relations and overlooks social processes taking place
        within larger social structures. Reputational crises created by CA activities, however, are intrinsic to
        nation-states and supranational institutions. We must therefore examine them in the context of macrostructures,
        too.
      


      
        The sociopsychological approach is, in short, a functional view of CA. It is primarily concerned with the
        motivations and strategic choices of pragmatic actors. Although it helps trace the interplay among the
        attacker, target, audience, and media, it adds little to our understanding of the context in which CA actions
        take place. Therefore, a paradigm shift toward the sociocultural tradition is necessary in order to capture the
        complexity of CA as a communication phenomenon.
      

    

    
      The Fundamentals of Sociocultural Tradition


      
        The sociocultural tradition studies communication as a symbolic process that produces and replicates shared
        sociocultural patterns (Craig, 1999). This tradition is rooted in prominent conceptual frameworks, including
        the symbolic-interpretive perspective (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934), the social construction of reality (Berger
        and Luckman, 1967), and the theories of social structure (Bourdieu, 1984; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992). To
        embrace CA as a communication process, we must first discuss the fundamentals of the sociocultural tradition.
      


      
        According to sociocultural theories, meaning is not inherent to objects. It is created by people in everyday
        relational and cultural practices. Communication plays an important role in this respect: individual and group
        identities are ascribed to us by the way other people talk about them (Hecht, 1993). Reality is thus socially
        constructed through communication. People, after all, are “narrative beings” (Fisher, 1984). They experience
        the world as a series of ongoing narratives and are motivated to communicate with one another in order to
        identify symbols with meaning. That symbolic naming is the basis of society – “the
        extent of knowing is the extent of naming” (Mead, 1934). A symbol becomes conventionalized when people agree on
        its meaning. Meaning, however, triggers polarized emotions. Naming strategies include assessments of morality.
        In the process of naming, people even suggest how the named should be treated by others (Burke, 1968).
      


      
        As a result, language is never neutral. Its purpose is to enlighten and persuade others (Austin, 1962):
        wherever there is meaning, there is persuasion. Persuasion is accompanied by rhetorical communication, which is
        grounded in a set of motives related to audience, time, and place (Burke, 1969). Rhetorical communication seeks
        to project, sustain, and subvert public images, or the “value-oriented interpretation of some part of the
        world” (Fisher, 1970, p. 131). Rhetorical discourses also influence our ethical choices by dictating the rules
        of proper behavior.
      


      
        Sociocultural theories also capture the relational nature of communication. Social interaction is a process of
        ongoing mutual orientations rather than a series of stimuli and responses. People exercise their agency through
        purposeful and voluntary action based on intersubjective reason (Giddens, 1984; Weber, 1978). This relational
        center of discourse emphasizes the interdependence of self and other, as well as
        intersubjectivity, or the necessity of being oriented toward other social actors (Buber, 1958; Schutz,
        1971). Individuals and their messages thus cannot be understood outside of their history and relationships with
        others.
      


      
        Those relationships are important to the achievement of legitimacy in social environments. All social
        actors strive for legitimacy. Legitimate actors, however, are expected to self-regulate, comply with norms,
        demonstrate cultural alignment with other members of society, and support relevant laws, rules and social
        values (Bateson, 1977; Parsons, 1960) in order to achieve that credibility. Credibility is central to
        cumulative public assessments of reputation and character (an individual’s moral profile) (Tedeschi and Norman,
        1985).
      


      
        Character is created through interactions with others and judged by public opinion. It is thus cocreated by
        public narratives (Botan, 2018). Fundamentally, character is public image, which Walton (1998) defines
        as the impression of honesty and personal integrity that meets the standards of appropriate social interaction.
        Society perceives the morality of character on the basis of normative ethics and the role that a person is
        supposed to be playing at a given point of time according to social commitments and obligations.
      


      
        To appear legitimate, all social actors claim to possess socially approved personal characteristics in an act
        known as positioning, or the presentation and negotiation of identity through public narratives (Harré
        and Van Langenhove, 1999). An important aspect of positioning is characterization, or the presentation
        of the nature of the people in a story to a third party (Bal, 1997; Browning and Morris, 2012). We establish a
        positive or negative character by engaging in repeated reinforcement (Robichaud, Giroux and Taylor, 2004) and
        telling people stories about ourselves and our actions. We tell our stories in highly selective ways in order
        to portray ourselves positively in the eyes of listeners and observers.
      


      
        The relational component of communication also implies sensitivity to context, such as shared time and
        obligations of reciprocity. Context is the sum of all knowledge required to understand social processes against
        the background of all prior interactions. Different contexts provide guidelines for the coordination of social
        interaction according to the rules of meaning and action (Pearce and Cronen, 1980). These rules constantly
        change due to the fluid and dynamic nature of contextual logic. Legitimate social actors are expected to
        negotiate multiple shifting identities in order to manage an array of expectations and obligations in various
        social structures (Hecht, 1993). They are required to comply with public expectations across several
        dimensions, including recognized norms of social interaction, authenticity, and professional qualities. A
        legitimate social actor is therefore un homme pluriel, or a plural man (Lahire, 1998).
      


      
        Social actors naturally seek the equilibrium between what they were, what they desire
        to be (identity), and what the environment demands at present (character) (Bruner, 1990). They
        construct and maintain their public images across various contexts through impression-management strategies
        collectively known as facework (Goffman, 1959; Cupach and Metts, 1994). In addition to self-positioning,
        social actors stabilize the judgments of others by acting in a manner that implies their morality and
        appropriate behavior. The outcome of these efforts is the public evaluation of reputation, or “the sum
        of the images” that various audiences in different situations hold of a person or an organization (Fombrun,
        1996).
      


      
        Sociocultural theories view all social behaviors as part of a continuum that spans from interpersonal to
        intergroup interactions in the contexts of social groups, institutions, and networks. It is impossible to
        discuss any communication action apart from those sociocultural patterns: social behavior does not only
        originate from individuals, “but [also from the] social groups and context in which these individuals are
        placed” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 45).
      


      
        Those intergroup relations help explain both convergence and divergence in communication practices. Divergence
        occurs when individuals demonstrate their dislike of a situation, desire social distance, or attempt to
        accentuate an in-group identity (Kincaid, 2002). When divergence takes the form of criticism, that criticism
        constitutes a face-threatening act that challenges another person’s desired identity and positive public
        image (Cupach and Metts, 1994), causing embarrassment and making that person appear weak and incompetent.
        Scholars argue that the rhetoric of attack, or subversive rhetoric, represents one of four motivations
        for human communication (Fisher, 1970). That anti-ethos rhetoric is instrumental to goal achievement and is
        readily applied by strategic actors. I will next discuss in detail the uses of subversive communication and CA
        strategies and tactics from the sociocultural perspective.
      

    

    
      The Sociocultural View of Character Assassination


      
        The sociocultural approach permits us to examine the issues and events related to CA actions in the context of
        intergroup or institutional logic. That logic elucidates how individual attitudes and behaviors correspond to
        the values and stereotypes deeply embedded in a group’s history, culture, and rituals.
      


      
        According to the constitutive view, any act of communication, including character attacks, constructs a social
        reality (Craig, 1999). This corresponds with Goffman’s (1963) assessment that a discredited attribute is not a
        thing in itself; rather, it constitutes a language of relationships. Strategies of naming are among the most
        prominent CA methods. Naming does not only identify, it also divides (Burke, 1969). In every culture, there are
        god and devil terms, or words and phrases that carry special power. Devil terms (e.g., racist,
        terrorist, sex offender) represent what is evil or detestable to a culture (Hart, 1997; Weaver,1953). These
        connotations, however, change over time – calling someone a communist today would not have the same impact as
        it did in the era of Senator McCarthy (Gass and Seiter, 2018).
      


      
        Character attacks also interlink various social actors with the public. A successful CA effort inevitably draws
        the attention of the public to the interaction between attacker and target. Hence, a CA act is also a process
        of persuasion and social influence in which the attacker seeks to shape the beliefs, attitudes, and emotions of
        the key audiences comprising public opinion. Any type of persuasive attack, including accusations, criticism,
        or complaints, can be applied in rhetorical discourse to invalidate an opponent’s argument and create a
        precedent for the public revaluation of one’s moral character and legitimacy (Benoit, 2017).
      


      
        Character attackers often use name-calling in order to steer attention away from a particular issue and
        toward the target’s personality traits. This technique allows strategic attackers to ridicule the target before
        an audience or apply an unpopular ideological label. For example, in June 2019, US
        House Speaker Nancy Pelosi called President Donald Trump “diverter-of-attention in chief” in response to the
        latter’s ad hominem attacks (Roth, 2019). In doing so, she drew negative attention to his personality traits.
      


      
        Such instances of naming and social labeling produce new narrative and social structures. A social label
        associates a person with a set of unwanted characteristics that produce bias (e.g., the horn effect),
        lead to negative stereotypes, and stigmatize the target (Forgas and Laham, 2017). Stigma perpetuates those
        negative impressions by producing marks, labels, peril, and responsibility (Goffman, 1963; Smith, 2007).
        Specifically, it is recursively reproduced in public discourse through cultural references, jokes, and memes.
        For example, the term “monkey business,” which stemmed from the 1987 Gary Hart scandal, has become embedded in
        the cultural lexicon (Bai, 2015). The convergence of different degrees of stigmatization eventually results in
        status loss, social distancing, and discrimination (Bogardus, 1959; Link and Phelan, 2001; Park, 1924). This
        distinctive mark (Bourdieu, 1991) creates and socially defines identity, declassifies its hierarchical
        position, and imposes institutional boundaries on it, all of which contribute to the determination of the
        relative positions between individuals (Neuberg et al., 1994).
      


      
        Both the interdependence and intersubjectivity of relational communication conditions that allow all actors to
        engage simultaneously in purposeful and goal-oriented communication. This is a transactional process among
        interdependent actors in which each message affects another. All actors, including audiences and the media, are
        responsible for the causes and effects of character assassination. In fact, they play a central role in the CA
        matrix by judging quality of character via public opinion. The target’s character image or reputation are
        damaged only when various publics issue a negative verdict, regardless of the truth and relevance of
        allegations. This once again relates CA to Botan’s (2017) cocreational approach to strategic communication –
        public events are shaped by active audiences who voluntarily choose to witness and “participate in the
        performance in some way such as cheering, booing” (p. 65). Contemporary social media networks enable
        interconnected communities to further engage in public discourse. They are able to influence the trajectories
        of mediated events via Twitter hashtags or networked framing (Meraz and Papacharissi, 2013).
      


      
        An attacker makes strategic choices in order to adapt a message to the audience’s frame of reference. CA is
        therefore not only transactional, but an act of strategic communication. Botan (2018) frames “strategic
        communication” as planned campaigns that are based on what publics think and want. Through rhetorical
        discourse, the attacker sides with various publics by inviting them to share ingroupness based on common
        beliefs or similar moral values. That process of self-positioning advantageously permits the attacker to occupy
        a moral high ground and position others in a less positive light (Davies and Harré, 1990).
      


      
        The common values between attacker and audience are reflected in the interrelatedness of CA and cultural
        patterns in intergroup behavior. Groups are held together through common social customs, ethnic and ideological
        linkages, and moral identity. A social group provides its members with positive social identity by
        comparing its distinct values and virtues with those of other social groups (Commins and Lockwood, 1979; Tajfel
        and Turner, 2004). Social identity prescribes moral orders attached to specific norms of group behavior and
        group logic (Nisbett, 1966). Individuals and social groups who do not share or support the same beliefs are
        perceived by in-group members as radically different. Intergroup bias therefore produces a pattern of favoring
        in-group members over out-group members that may lead to the moral exclusion of the latter (Davis, 1950; Taylor
        and Doria, 1981). When social identity is perceived as inferior, in-group members seek positive distinctiveness
        through direct competition with members of other groups. That then leads to new conflict-driven issues,
        relations, and social environments (Sherif et al., 1961; Tajfel and Turner, 1979).
      


      
        In sum, the sociocultural approach sees CA as a purposive communication activity
        embedded in group interactions. Habermas (1987) suggested that strategic actions always assume the form of
        power relations. The success of those power relations is not only determined by resources and arguments; it
        also depends on practical knowledge of the contextual rules, social competence, and the achievement of a
        rationally held consensus with other group members in a specific social environment. Strategic actors are
        expected to perform both purposive-rational and communicative actions that involve participation
        in ongoing public discourse and collaboration with the various audiences that make up public opinion.
      


      
        Bourdieu’s (1984) habitus, or set of learned dispositions, stratagems and skills, frames the
        interrelatedness of action and structure. The habitus reinforces the collective belief in the rules of the
        social game (illusio) and prescribes actors’ adherence to self-evident relations of order according to
        their place in the social hierarchy (doxa). The habitus also allows social actors to approach social
        interactions strategically and improve their power relations in interactions with others. Despite structural
        limitations, knowledgeable actors perceived as “moral” have more freedom to exercise their agency. That agency
        manifests in the hierarchical distribution of negotiated social power as applied CA strategies and tactics. I
        elaborate upon this notion in the next section.
      

    

    
      Character Assassination as a Means of Power Struggles


      
        According to Bourdieu (1984), society is divided into various social, economic, cultural, and political fields.
        These are the “fields of struggle,” or areas of power contention in a network of social relationships. The
        concept of power refers to societal arrangements of privilege and the ability to not only prevail in
        organized and institutionalized contexts, but also dominate and deploy economic and cultural resources
        (McLuskie, 2009). The main source of power in society is accumulated capital, or “the set of actually usable
        resources and powers” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 114).
      


      
        The hierarchical distribution of capital is always negotiated by aspiring actors. Social actors constantly
        engage in relationships with each other as they attempt to accumulate, conserve or convert asymmetrically
        distributed resources. The application of habitus allows contestants to strategically approach various life
        scenarios and increase their moral standing across social fields. Individual and contextual factors determine
        the choice between cooperation and competition. High assertiveness and concern for individual goals, coupled
        with low concern for the interests of other competitors, often result in competition (Thomas and Kilmann,
        1974). At the same time, some social fields are more conducive to convergence and cooperation (for example, the
        cultural field), or to divergence and conflict (the political field).
      


      
        Field capital is a key criterion for class distinction, or the representation of social status and
        symbolic power in a hierarchy of perceived prestige. Symbolic power is the ability to impose categories
        of thought and perception of legitimacy upon collective belief (Bourdieu, 1991). People relate to one another
        based on hierarchical social ratings, classifications, and symbolic orderings (Burke, 1988). The perception of
        status increases their standing. Social positioning depends on the composition of all types of capital.
        Symbolic capital is considered the most desirable because other forms of capital (education, social
        status, institutionalized relationships and networks, etc.) are “grasped through categories of perception”
        (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 119) and regarded in terms of reputation or prestige.
      


      
        Social actors must constantly invest in efforts to acquire and maintain capital in order to assure their
        dominance. Their status inevitably elicits social comparisons that question their authority. Legitimacy and
        domination cannot be achieved and sustained without public approval and support. Both dominant and aspiring
        actors engage in image management to improve the legitimacy of their positions and
        actions in a specific field. Those who lack required qualifications and fail to comply with social expectations
        inevitably risk déclassement, or relegation to a lower social status.
      


      
        CA is directly related to those power struggles. Dominant actors use conservation strategies to prevent new
        participants from entering the field. They challenge the credibility of “pretentious pretenders” who “have a
        self-image too far out of line” and believe that those individuals “ought to cut down their self-image (‘climb
        down’)” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 254). Ad hominem attacks and injurious speech are popular techniques for
        intimidating opponents and maintaining power and control. Resulting symbolic injury weakens the opponent by
        inducing fear, shame, or guilt (Butler, 1996; Rancer and Avtgis, 2006), all of which decrease the opponent’s
        ability to continue a power contest.
      


      
        Naming strategies often reflect the ideologies of a dominant group (Vanguri, 2016). Social actors that are
        capable of perpetuating names and labels have the symbolic power to ascribe identities. For example, US
        President George W. Bush’s use of “political sobriquet” as a deliberate rhetorical strategy exerted dominance
        over the named and reaffirmed a superior position (Thompson, 2016). In contrast, field members with deficient
        capital are more inclined to challenge the legitimacy of dominant players through subversion. Reputation is a
        fragile asset (Thompson, 2000). The owners of symbolic capital are especially vulnerable. A celebrated public
        figure who has achieved a powerful social position becomes a potential target for challengers of all kinds.
      


      
        The precise application of CA in power struggles is field-specific. A knowledge of context induces social
        agents “to orient themselves actively either toward the preservation of the distribution of capital or toward
        the subversion of this distribution” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, pp. 108–109). That is best illustrated by CA
        in political contests.
      


      
        CA is undoubtedly a potent instrument in political competition. All forms of symbolic capital, including
        status, prestige, and charisma, are vulnerable to the destructive effect of political polemics (Bourdieu, 1991,
        p. 281). Struggles over symbolic capital are particularly emblematic in liberal democracies. In democratic
        systems, the ability to accumulate symbolic capital depends on public mastery of rhetoric, argumentation, and
        visibility management. Such displays reveal agents’ relevant moral values and permit the public to judge
        actors’ expertise and goodwill (McCroskey, 1966), raising or lowering the credibility of public figures
        accordingly. The use of ad hominem arguments during open political debates in liberal democracies is a socially
        acceptable mode of interaction and persuasion. The competitive logic of political systems implies that
        candidates persuade the public of their legitimacy by calling into question their rivals’ reputation, thereby
        undermining their opponents’ legitimacy and chances of success. In this context, ad hominem attacks represent
        an acceptable rhetorical means of political polemics during an open political debate (Walton, 1999). Character
        attacks are an effective means to sway voters into a desirable course of action, create uncertainty, or prevent
        defections (Shiraev, 2014).
      


      
        The popularity of social media has changed norms of public interaction and increased the visibility of public
        figures (Weber Shandwick, 2015). However, that new visibility is a double-edged sword – greater publicity means
        increased public scrutiny and expectations. Higher status is associated with a greater probability of public
        outrage when those expectations are not fulfilled (Imhof, 2016). Those risks are compounded during electoral
        campaigns, where public figures are particularly vulnerable to character attacks. Character-based reputation is
        intrinsically contestable and can be easily depleted (Thompson, 2000). Thus, the ultimate goal of the character
        attacker is to interject an issue in the public discourse that is relevant to news headlines and has the
        potential to create clickbait. Mediated scandals, which eventually become reputational crises, are an effective
        way to do that.
      


      
        In sum, CA is not simply a strategic-instrumental action of communication and
        persuasion, but a distinctive feature of the political field that favors character-centred competition. The
        combatant rhetorical discourses that result from that competition legitimize the application of CA practices.
        Those practices, in turn, gradually become a systemic norm of any competitive politicized environment. The
        political field therefore simultaneously promotes and is shaped by power struggles among contestants. The dual
        role of CA – a set of field competition strategies, as well as an internal mechanism sustaining or challenging
        hierarchical field arrangements – needs a strong conceptual framework. This duality will be next discussed
        through the lens of structuration theory.
      

    

    
      Character Assassination as a Structurational Phenomenon


      
        Society is composed of networked subsystems. Actors produce and sustain those subsystems through social and
        cultural practices (Giddens, 1979). The political field is one such subsystem and, like structures in social
        systems, is constructed and reconstructed in a process known as structuration.
      


      
        Structure comprises rules and resources, or the means by which group members attain goals and shape
        structural properties (Giddens, 1984). Group members follow those rules in a predetermined way to access
        resources that permit them to negotiate power dynamics. Social structures, rules and resources thus reinforce
        adherence to social order and perpetuate sociocultural patterns.
      


      
        The reproduction of structural practices and maintenance of social order is assured through
        institutionalized action and routinization. Routine interactions among group members become
        institutionalized traditions, customs, or habits. “All human action is embedded in power structures” (Williams,
        2011, p. 93). According to the notion of the duality of structure, structures provide individuals with
        rules that guide their actions but constrain their agency. Individuals make choices based on previous
        structural arrangements, but unpredictable outcomes govern and limit future choices and opportunities. In
        short, historical precedents constrain future action.
      


      
        For example, political systems are produced and reproduced by active interactions between political groups,
        parties, and activists. Those interactions contribute to new power structures – decisions, laws, rules,
        political institutions – which then enter into cooperative or competitive relations with other interest groups.
        Those relations determine how power is distributed, allocated, and sustained, enabling and constraining the
        actions of individuals and groups within a political field.
      


      
        CA plays a dual role as a property of social structure and a means of structuration. Specifically, it is
        embedded in social environments which promote competition and conflict (e.g., the political system). But it
        also contributes to the main modes of structuration producing sociocultural patterns. The process of
        structuration involves three main modes: domination, signification, and legitimation. The first
        modality concerns power distribution and command over resources in a given structure, the second refers
        to the production of meaning and interpretation of understanding in communication practices, and the
        third deals with the maintenance of norms and proper moral conduct through informal means and
        sanctions. We address each of these in turn.
      


      
        The Systems of Domination


        
          The systems of domination enable actors to exercise power and apply rules and resources within
          those structures. The way that they use rules and resources determines the development of systems. For
          example, if a group makes decisions democratically, it utilizes the knowledge and expertise of all group
          members via open debate and majority vote in order to make rules. Conversely, an autocratic group allows a
          few powerful voices to determine the rules of social order.
        


        
          Every structure includes institutional hierarchies of power that privilege certain groups. Dominant members
          occupy power positions that enable them to create and maintain systems that act in their interest (Orbe,
          1998) and limit the influence of individuals whose cultural realities are different
          from their own. Political structures exercise power through domination, or “the disposition over the means of
          coercion required to influence others, collective processes, and decisions” (Fuchs, 2008, p. 67).
          Disciplinary power is thus a modern extension of the bureaucratic model of administration to the
          socialization of individuals. Every state, after all, is a coercive institution founded on legitimate
          violence as the rule of people over people (Weber, 1965, 1978). This view of power as coercion is linked to
          the application of sanctions or other inducements to action.
        


        
          The asymmetrical distribution and abuse of power lead to inevitable conflict among group members. This
          conflict does not necessarily result from power struggles but may occur due to vertical role
          differentiation, which occurs when individuals occupy different positions within an institutional power
          hierarchy (Bartos and Wehr, 2002). This type of differentiation causes social conflict – those who protect
          the interests of power structures and those protecting the interests of remaining group members will
          inevitably clash (Dahrendorf, 1959). CA action against opponents is often a direct result of that vertical
          differentiation.
        


        
          CA practices are also directly linked to abuses of power and the notions of coercion and
          violence. The 1994 Rwandan genocide, for example, was fueled by extremist Hutu radio stations that
          promoted radical and dehumanizing labels. These narratives gradually became conversation topics in Hutu
          communities and incited physical violence against Tutsis (Thompson, 2007). Strategies of naming,
          however, are not just associated with physical violence. They are also frequently coupled with various forms
          of psychological violence, or “violence that works on the soul” (Galtung, 1969). This includes forms
          of intimidation, brainwashing, indoctrination, and degradation such as the Zersetzung gaslighting
          techniques used by GDR secret police to “deter individuals from political activity and to disrupt opposition
          movements” (Grashoff,2018).
        


        
          In that sense, CA can be perceived as the process and outcome of structural violence. Structural
          violence refers to inequalities and constraints on human agency embedded in social structures (Galtung,
          1969). Even in the United States, a stratum of “lumpen,” or people unable to adapt to neoliberal changes
          (Bourgois, 2011), are constantly marginalized, shamed, and stigmatized. The modes of stigmatization are
          further promoted through practices of symbolic and cultural violence, as discussed in the next
          section.
        

      

      
        The Systems of Signification


        
          The systems of signification provide every society with interpretative schemes for navigating the
          field of social interaction and communication. Integral to those interactions are power and dominance:
          struggles over symbolic capital and power create tension over the production of dominant discourses in
          society (Bakhtin, 1981). Some discourses become more centered, while others are neutralized by more dominant
          voices.
        


        
          The exercise of power as a form of social interaction creates “systems of thought” (Foucault, 1980, p. 52),
          or knowledge that further reproduces power structures. From this perspective, power and authority are
          abstractions created by language and other symbolic means. Power structures create a “structure of discourse”
          that organizes different areas of social life into dominant/preferred meanings and promotes these
          meanings in public rhetoric (Hall, 1973). As interpellated subjects, “we are spoken by the narratives of the
          state, by law and administrative procedures” and “caught in narratives we didn’t make and cannot control”
          (Cobb, 2013, p. 150). Those dominant meanings later become institutionalized through legal and normative
          documents and applied according to ideological order, forming a pattern of preferred readings.
        


        
          That is particularly true of the narratives of the political elite, who promote their agendas through framing
          strategies. Framing perpetuates perceptions that benefit one side “while obscuring
          other elements, which might lead audiences to have different reactions” (Entman, 1993, p. 55). The frames of
          the political elite reach audiences through mass media organizations and from there find new life as
          institutionalized policies and practices. For example, the “War on Terror” frame, accompanied by imagery of
          the “Islamic terrorist,” played a critical role in legitimizing the US post-9/11 international military
          campaign.
        


        
          Power can also be overtly exerted though force, or more subtly through hegemony. Hegemony refers to
          the ability of dominant classes to integrate subordinate classes into the dominant culture, often by
          manipulating the value system, and exercise social and cultural leadership (Gramsci, 1971). Structure is
          therefore closely tied to ideology, the set of ideas, normative beliefs, and ethical ideals that
          represent a particular view about reality.
        


        
          Propaganda in the media disseminates “socially acceptable” ideologies. Some scholars consider the news a part
          of an interdependent ideological apparatus that reproduces hegemonic structures and supports state-approved
          policies (Entman, 2003; Rachlin, 1988). Various knowledge managers – intellectuals, schools, and cultural
          agencies – then help to further disseminate those policies through narratives that reflect those of dominant
          groups. Propaganda, however, does not only promote official ideology. It also cultivates reflexive hostile
          attitudes toward opponents by incorporating ideological names and labels into public discourses. Those labels
          – themselves a new means of signification – become ossified in language and culture as an accepted form of
          social interaction. This is especially true under authoritarian regimes, where state propaganda is often
          omnipotent. For example, Soviet propaganda combatted ideological opponents through defamation, labelling, and
          dehumanization campaigns. Enemies of the people were depicted in posters as ravens and dogs. Capitalists were
          presented as hydras. Soviet propaganda also normalized metaphors, clichés, and ideologemes, including “class
          enemy” and “mercenary of foreign imperialism” (Samoilenko and Karnysheva, 2020). Such labels often infiltrate
          the ideological discourses of other countries. In 2019, for example, President Trump labeled The New York
          Times “a true enemy of the people” in response to an extensive report describing his interference in
          various investigations (Grynbaum and Sullivan, 2019).
        


        
          Strategies of naming also support systems of signification during social conflicts. Putnam and Poole (1987)
          see social conflict as based on the interactions of interdependent people who encounter opposition to their
          goals, aims, and/or values. Moral conflicts are the most intricate type of social conflict and stem from
          opposing worldviews, beliefs, and values (Pearce and Littlejohn, 1997). During moral conflicts, each
          ideological camp attempts to reaffirm its legitimacy and simultaneously questions the reputation of its
          opponents.
        


        
          Incompatible beliefs and values often revolve around central issues in public policy. For example, poll
          analyses on climate change reveal politically polarized opinions that reflect the division of two “Americas”
          along ideological lines (Funk and Kennedy, 2019). Within the sphere of public policy, climate change
          contrarians use character attacks on ideological opponents to cast doubt on the scientific community, create
          concern for dangers and hazards, or assign responsibility or blame to individual actors (Cook and Samoilenko,
          2019). The derogation of environmental scientists is a particularly common tactic (Bandura, 2007). Character
          attackers disparage the bearers of disturbing news as “doomsayers”, “scaremongers”, “environmental wackos”,
          or “tree huggers.” By excluding dissenting voices from the discussion, avoiding undesirable topics, and
          closing off communication, contrarians position the dominant view as a universal truth and subjugate
          alternative views.
        


        
          The systems of signification reproduce the dominant narratives produced by power institutions and support the
          state’s monopoly on violence. In this sense, CA becomes a part of cultural violence, which comprises
          “any aspect of a culture that can be used to legitimize violence in its direct or structural form” (Galtung,
          1990, p. 291). Cultural violence is embedded in the cultural practices of a
          dominant nation and reproduced via sub-systemic conventions, such as patriarchy, colonialism, ethnocentrism,
          and supremacy.
        


        
          The language and symbols of everyday discourse are particularly potent in embedding symbolic violence
          in social hierarchies. Dominant actors perpetuate symbolic violence that becomes further perpetuated through
          misrecognition practices that normalize unequal power in society (Bourdieu, 2001; Bourdieu and
          Wacquant, 1992). For example, male control of modes of expression has produced a variety of derogatory,
          gender-specific terms in relation to female communication (Kramarae, 1981). The involvement of mass media
          only reinforces those classifications (Fernández, Bedía and Cerdá, 2016; Udasmoro, 2013). This results in the
          “narrative banishment” of marginalized social actors, (Cobb, 2013, p. 105), who are then excluded from public
          life altogether. This leads to a permanent state of symbolic violence in society.
        


        
          Symbolic violence also dictates the public perception of class distinctions by creating “status communities”
          (Weber, 1978) that justify everyday stigmatizing behaviors and structural violence (Bourgois, 2011; Simić and
          Rhodes, 2009). That violence often stems from the state, which imposes classificatory principles and
          determines whether to recognize or deny social identity (Bourdieu, 1998). Since a lower social status may
          significantly impact major life opportunities, including career choices, the state can use both structural
          and symbolic violence as means of social control. For example, the North Korean songbun system assigns
          every citizen a class status based on their perceived loyalty to the regime (Tudor and Pearson, 2015). The
          political regime can reduce class status as a sanction. That reduction of class status leads to prejudicial
          attitudes, social distancing, and stigmatization (Bogardus, 1959; Park, 1924; Smith, 2007).
        


        
          Social labelling contributes to that stigmatization by producing new social structures, including “damaged
          identities” (Nelson, 2001). Hence, CA is both a process and a product of communication – a narrative and
          social structure.
        


        
          Fundamentally, systems of domination need to constantly produce new forms of knowledge in order to avoid
          crises of authority (Deutsch, 1973). In addition, these systems need legitimacy to assure both compliance
          with and commitment to established social norms. Elite groups achieve hegemonic status by legitimizing their
          discourse as everyday common sense (Gramsci, 1971). Their ability to do that is embodied in the systems of
          legitimation.
        

      

      
        The Systems of Legitimation


        
          The systems of legitimation impose a sense of morality or proper conduct on individuals by
          naturalizing societal norms, values, and standards. In fact, the higher the legitimation and signification
          aspect of the social structure, the less is the need for domination through coercion (Giddens, 1982, 1983;
          Gramsci, 1971). Within that context, CA represents an effective sanctioning resource that helps dominant
          actors instill their vision of dispositional power.
        


        
          The social order expects actors to draw on standards of morality to maintain structures of legitimation.
          Norms are recurrent patterns of behavior or thinking that are accepted by a group. There are two
          possible reactions to group norms: conformity and deviance. Deviance occurs when group members resist a group
          norm. That resistance disrupts the reproduction of social systems. Structures (i.e., rules and resources)
          sustain norms, however, by implementing sanctions in cases of noncompliance. Althusser (1971) suggests that
          every society possesses such ideological and repressive apparatuses.
        


        
          Sanctions, however, are not always formal. Social systems apply sanctions informally as a mechanism of
          informal governance. According to Ledeneva (2018), that “informal power works through both incentives
          (carrots) and disincentives (sticks)” (p. 343). Incentives include access to material or symbolic resources –
          for example, privileges, allowances, and awards. Disincentives include pressure,
          uncertainty, and the threat of punishment. In this regard, CA serves as an effective instrument of informal
          governance. For example, the publication of compromising materials, is a prominent CA method in the former
          Soviet republics (Mesquita, 2018). Kompromat permits state actors to protect government interests and
          manipulate opponents into silence without violating formal rules or delegitimizing the political system.
        


        
          Informal sanctions are unobtrusively applied in both microstructures (e.g., corporations) and macrostructures
          (e.g., nation-states). Governmentality assists this process (Foucault, 1991). Individuals learn to
          control their own behaviors through various socialization and sanction strategies. Both self-discipline and
          concertive control, or intragroup policing, guide group behavior and sustain social order (Gossett,
          2009). A concertive system not only empowers members to behave appropriately for the benefit of all but
          encourages them to take responsibility for the actions of their peers. The system encourages subordinates to
          embrace institutional values as their own, develop feelings of institutional loyalty, and evaluate actions
          accordingly (Edwards, 1979; Tompkins and Cheney, 1985). Peer pressure and informal checks and balances
          reinforce compliance and even self-censorship as instruments of concertive control.
        


        
          Another effective mechanism of governmentality is moralization. Morality regulates individual behavior
          and sustains institutional norms (Malle, Guglielmo and Monroe, 2014). Moral entrepreneurs (see Chapter 26 in this volume) take the lead in identifying divergent behavior. They strive
          to create a “dangerous class” of individuals or groups by publicly labeling certain actions as social
          problems (Schneider and Ingram, 2005). CA takes place precisely when those entrepreneurs ascribe particular
          characteristics to a group that possesses different moral principles. That social comparison again leads to
          otherization and the denigration of outgroup members (Billig and Tajfel, 1973; Branscombe and Wann, 1994).
          Otherization as a rhetorical strategy perpetuates images and stereotypes that identify deviations from the
          dominant norms (Dickinson, 2002). Those negative stereotypes can be transferred to others who are perceived
          as similar to socially demonized groups and are thus guilty by association (Ericksen, 1990).
        


        
          The scapegoat theory of intergroup conflict explains the correlation between times of relative economic
          despair or political crises and increases in prejudice and violence toward outgroups (Hovland and Sears,
          1940). In conflict situations, in-group members vilify and demonize members of an out-group, rationalizing
          such behavior using deeply internalized images of moral self (Sande, 1989; Canidu and Reggiori, 2002).
          Scapegoating necessitates the identification of a single target as the perceived source of problems. In 1917,
          overt media attacks incited a wave of anti-German hysteria in the United States. Individuals of German
          descent, as well as German American churches, schools, societies, and newspapers, were persecuted as part of
          a perceived Imperial German conspiracy (Homan, 1994).
        


        
          Hard liners and other radicalized narratives perpetuate otherization by simultaneously stabilizing
          dominant narratives and destabilizing alternative narratives (Cobb, 2013). Hard-liner narratives serve as
          “disciplinary power” (Foucault, 1977) and rationalize the exclusion of outgroup members. Their simplified
          storyline narrows the narrative to an “us vs. them” dichotomy and aims to both solidify
          determinant judgments in the public discourse and preclude alternative interpretations. They forestall
          “unpatriotic” counter-narratives by mandating compliance with the law in the name of “homeland security”
          (Masters and Alexander, 2008).
        


        
          In summary, social systems promoting power struggles and conflict are more conducive to CA practices. This is
          especially emblematic of politicized environments. CA serves as means of structuration and a property of
          social structure. First, it supports the three modes of structuration by helping some actors gain and
          maintain control over rules and resources. Second, it facilitates the production of shared meanings through
          organized language that favors dominant interpretations. Finally, it reinforces social norms and standards of
          morality that protect the established social order. Power institutions constantly
          reproduce CA strategies and tactics when they have to sanction nonconformity and assure compliance in
          society. As a result, various CA methods discussed by Shiraev (2014) and Icks et al. (in this volume) become
          embedded in sociocultural practices as sustainable patterns of dominant communication, sanction, and
          violence. These practices are reproduced and reinforced during the next spiral of structuration.
        

      
    

    
      Key Takeaways and Future Research


      
        Character assassination is symbiotic. It is both modus operandi and opus operatum—the process of
        communication and social influence and the outcome of this process. As a process, CA is a strategic
        effort to discredit an individual or group target that often results in a sustainable damage to image,
        reputation, or social power. As an outcome, it abounds in public narratives and remains in public memory as a
        tainted image, damaged reputation, or other forms of stigma. The dualistic nature of CA overlaps with the
        concept of duality of structure, the idea that social actors apply rules and resources to attain goals,
        which eventually leads to unpredictable consequences that govern and limit agency in future interactions.
      


      
        The sociocultural approach provides a means of making sense of CA practices in the context of intergroup or
        institutional logic. In particular, it investigates how these practices shape social order at micro- and
        macro-levels. At the micro-level, CA is a means of power struggles. It allows social actors to improve their
        power status in interactions with others. At the macro-level, CA facilitates the production and reproduction of
        dominant structures.
      


      
        However, this discussion remains incomplete if it fails to address the notion of power as a transformative
        capacity, or the ability to intervene in a given set of events so as to alter them in some way (Giddens,
        1985, p. 7). Giddens argues that social structures not only preclude certain actions but also create conditions
        for empowerment and social transformation. Importantly, social power is a process that is represented by both
        domination and resistance practices. This dialectic of control suggests that knowledgeable actors use CA not
        only as sanctioning but also as a subversive mechanism. In other words, all social actors have agency to
        produce social change. There is no such a thing as zero agency (Nicotera and Mahon, 2013).2 Social structures enable those actors to master authoritative resources (e.g., social
        position, expertise, and reputation) and dominant practices—including CA strategies and tactics—to renegotiate
        the rules of the structure and the power distribution. During the process of structuration, the suppressed
        agency becomes subversive and more inclined to resort to CA practices to redirect the course of structuration.
      


      
        Today, mobile Internet technologies and social media enable networked actors to incite public reaction and
        bring pressure on state legislators via strategic CA campaigns (Coombs and Holladay, in this volume; Manheim,
        2000; Samoilenko, 2020). These campaigns spark the reevaluation of institutional legitimacy and accelerate
        social transformation and eventual social change. Hence, CA is not solely a tool of domination but a
        transformative capacity that facilitates social change. This novel idea deserves future academic inquiry.
      


      
        The interplay between CA and structuration theory provides new insights for social theory. It concerns social
        processes caused by Internet technologies and social media practices. For example, the concept of time-space
        distanciation proposed by Giddens (1984) appears especially relevant in this matter. The compression of
        modern communication’s time, space, and speed has significantly reduced the degree of separation between online
        transgressions and their consequences. Issues, scandals, and reputational crises unfold more rapidly,
        constantly creating new conditions in social structures. Future research should
        address the structurational role of CA in those social developments.
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      Researchers of character assassination should avoid ethnocentrism, which is the tendency (intentional or not) to
      generate knowledge from a specific ethnic, national or cultural point of view. If a theoretical or empirical
      study of character assassination is based on just a few cases or a research sample is drawn from only one
      national or ethnic group, then the assumptions or findings of this study should not necessarily be generalised
      and applied globally. If claims that a person is mentally ill, for example, have been used in character attacks
      in one country (as they were against Thomas Eagleton, the 1972 US Democratic Party vice-presidential nominee),
      this should not automatically suggest that mental illness is a common feature of character attacks in other
      countries. To avoid ethnocentrism, we should deploy the cross-cultural approach, which directs and sustains our
      attention to global diversity and to the underlying reasons for such diversity. The cross-cultural approach
      encourages us to study similarities and differences among behavioural, psychological, cognitive, and other
      phenomena related to character assassination and associated fields.
    


    
      Before we discuss cross-cultural issues, let us first define culture. In the context of human behaviour, culture
      is a set of attitudes, behaviours and symbols shared by a large group of people and usually communicated from one
      generation to the next (Shiraev and Levy, 2016). Attitudes include beliefs (political, ideological, religious,
      moral, etc.), values, general knowledge (empirical and theoretical), opinions, superstitions, and stereotypes.
      Behaviours include a wide variety of norms, roles, customs, traditions, habits, practices, and fashions. Symbols
      represent things or ideas, the meaning of which is bestowed on them by people. A symbol may take the form of a
      material object, a colour, a sound, a slogan, a building, or anything else. People attach particular meanings to
      specific symbols and pass these on to the next generation, thus producing shared cultural symbols. For example, a
      piece of land may mean little to a group of people living miles away. That same land may nevertheless have
      everything to do with the sense of unity and glory of the people living on it (Brislin, 1999), as in the case of
      Jerusalem. Likewise, people attach certain meanings to the character of an individual, a point discussed in the
      introduction. No society is culturally homogeneous. No two cultures are either entirely similar or totally
      different. Moreover, cultures change over the course of history and affect the components and outcomes of
      character attacks.
    


    
      Cultures have both explicit and implicit characteristics. In the context of human behaviour, explicit
      characteristics are the set of observable acts that are consistently and regularly found in a culture. These are
      overt customs, practices, and behavioural responses, such as taking off shoes upon
      entering a house, removing a hat when entering a temple, or not looking in the eyes of a customer in a grocery
      store. A relevant example of explicit characteristics is politeness. A mostly overt cultural phenomenon, it is
      largely about showing respect to other people or their customs and avoiding publicly insulting another person or
      people through one’s words and actions. A person’s impolite behaviour can easily provoke character attacks (this
      person is rude!) from others.
    


    
      Yet what is polite and impolite differs from society to society and is rooted in that society’s cultural values.
      It is also relative to a particular individual’s history and status. Donald Trump, for instance, has long been
      known for his provocative, fiery public comments and statements. As a result, he was relentlessly attacked for
      his boorishness during the 2016 presidential campaign, yet he apparently survived these attacks (Cohen, 2017).
      This case suggests that under certain conditions, some individuals develop character assassination
      immunity (CAI). This term refers to a person’s ability to withstand character attacks due to his or her
      personality traits or a favourable cultural environment. Specific cultural conditions allow certain individuals
      to develop strong barriers or psychological defences against character attacks. In the Soviet Union during the
      1970s and 1980s, for example, an divorced individual was highly unlikely to retain a position of power in the
      government, including managerial positions at universities. Cultural conditions in Russia began to change in the
      1990s, and symptomatically, Vladimir Putin’s reputation as Russia’s leader has not suffered after his formal
      divorce, according to opinion polls (Levada-Center, 2016).
    


    
      There is also character assassination vulnerability. This term indicates an individual’s degree of
      psychological and cultural susceptibility to character attacks. They are most effective in a cultural climate
      filled with anxiety. During the French Revolution in the late 1700s, the political climate of the time, combined
      with the general public’s deep distrust of politicians, turned character attacks into a preferred tool for
      getting rid of political rivals and generating new attacks. Even individuals against whom there was little actual
      evidence of misconduct were frequently misquoted, slandered, condemned, and then executed. This is an example of
      a culture of character assassination gone haywire (Harder, 2014).
    


    
      Implicit characteristics refer to the organising principles that are inferred to lie behind these regularities on
      the basis of consistent patterns of explicit culture. For example, allusions, hidden norms of bargaining,
      depicting women as weak and inferior to men (yet not stating this in public), or considering mental illness to be
      a moral transgression (without openly saying so) can be viewed as examples of implicit culture. There are
      cultures in which certain beliefs prevail without being explicitly stated. A person who behaves in a sexist or
      bigoted manner should have a strong CAI, the type of psychological and cultural immunity rooted in most people’s
      overt and covert sexist or bigoted attitudes. In some cultural settings, people have endorsed self-criticism,
      which is a method of self-incrimination: they have been expected to publicly criticise their own behaviour. This
      approach, a form of character suicide, was widely used by the authorities in Communist countries like China and
      the Soviet Union to destroy a person’s reputation and even life, particularly in the 1950s (Shiraev and Yang,
      2014).
    


    
      Both implicit and explicit cultural characteristics describe the individual’s ‘good character’, which is a
      culture-based set of symbols and meanings that relate to proper behaviour, honesty, industry, humility, or
      similar social markers. Although these standards vary from culture to culture and may not even be agreed upon
      within a single culture, they impose limitations on what an individual can do and say without damaging his or her
      reputation.
    


    
      Character and Honour: Cultural Aspects


      
        Symbols, and the meanings people attach to them, play a significant role in explaining honour, which is a
        concept rooted in the perceived – and self-perceived – high quality of a person’s merit and respectability. Honour is a construct associated with character. Cross-cultural
        empirical studies show that what people see as “honourable” and define as “honour” often varies across
        national, religious, gender, and age divides. For instance, a comparative study in Europe showed that
        adolescents typically associated honour with work-related values, such as hard work or conscientiousness, a
        correlation that was less pronounced among other age groups (Shiraev and Levy, 2016). Since honour is, as
        established in the introduction, connected to an individual’s reputation and character, it becomes a frequent
        target of character attacks. Public figures who have, at one time or another, occupied important positions in
        the public sphere – emperors, kings, presidents, generals, bishops, scholars, or reformers – ostensibly had to
        adhere to general moral and behavioural standards and fulfil expectations related to honourable acts. It was
        important for these people to be of good repute in the eyes of the general public, or at least those parts of
        the public that were relevant to them. If they failed to do so, they might lose necessary support and even
        their status. It was therefore common for Communist officials to dishonour regime opponents in order to weaken
        those who criticised socialism, as happened to the playwright and future president of the Czech Republic Václav
        Havel in the 1980s. His character was relentlessly attacked in a planned campaign orchestrated by government
        officials (Klicperová-Baker, 2014).
      


      
        In some societies and contexts, the rules of honourable conduct have been explicitly defined. Militaries, for
        example, often enumerate the most important of such rules in official documents. Universities around the world
        endorse written honour codes. As early as the 1940s, the Communist Party of China began to place strong
        emphasis on the extraordinary personal qualities of party members. Liu Shaoqi (1898–1969), one of the founding
        fathers of the Chinese Revolution, in his exemplary work How to be a Good Communist, wrote, ‘We know
        that many revolutionaries in China in the past hundred years, or more recently in the past fifty years, began
        to show signs of corruption and degeneration the moment they had achieved a certain measure of success and
        risen to some responsible position’. On paper, the Party demanded that its members be virtuous, free from
        selfish, arrogant and hedonistic tendencies. The ruling ideology called for the regulation and even censorship
        of pleasure and self-interest. Thus, accusations of selfishness and hedonism were common in character attacks
        against Party leaders during massive political cleansing campaigns in China from the 1950s onward (Shiraev and
        Yang, 2014). Personal asceticism was a “cultural virtue” that the Chinese Communist Party was officially right
        up until the 1990s.
      


      
        The personal lives of politicians, researchers, and other public figures are an arena of repeated character
        attacks. As the influences of public opinion grew, having a moral core (however this was defined) became
        a desirable standard. A deviation from this standard could provide opponents with a pretext for launching
        character attacks. Short-term character assassination attempts are frequently based on alleged inappropriate
        acts, such as having an extramarital affair. Long-term character attacks require allegations that a person
        persistently engages in deviant behaviour. Deviance, as historians teach us, is defined differently in
        different eras and cultures (Anderson, 2017).
      

    

    
      Universal and Culture-Specific Features


      
        Most behavioural, emotional and cognitive phenomena reveal themselves simultaneously within at least two
        dimensions: (1) universal; and (2) culture-specific. There is a core of central features of human behaviour
        that appear in most cultural and historic settings. At the same time, there are peripheral – though no less
        important – features that are bound to particular cultural, political, and historic contexts. Courtship, for
        example, can be viewed as a central feature across cultures. Courtship, however, involves different traditions
        and behavioural norms in different societies. In the same way, character attacks can
        have central and peripheral features linked to culture. To illustrate, character assassination has always been
        a very effective weapon for winning political battles or settling personal scores. The criticism of public
        figures – a central feature of character attacks – is a technique as old as human civilisation. Exaggerations,
        insults, lies, or cheap shots are methods of character attack that appear to be consistent across cultures,
        according to comparative research (Icks and Shiraev, 2014).
      


      
        The greatest orator of ancient Rome, Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 bce), was a master
        of political invective and character assassination. At the same time, Cicero himself was attacked as a rex
        peregrinus, a king of foreign origin, an insult that slandered Cicero’s ancestors as ‘foreign’ and not from
        Rome (Icks, 2014). More than two thousand years later, president Trump verbally attacked a federal judge,
        calling him a ‘Mexican’ (the judge was a US citizen of Latino descent). In the Roman Republic, character
        attacks were a prominent and accepted part of political life. The fact that political office was the
        prerogative of a relatively small group of senators who often knew each other personally did not deter
        opponents from relentlessly smearing each other (Van Der Blom, 2014). Slander was likewise important in the
        struggle for power between rival noble factions in the Middle Ages (Wolf, 2014). The common features of
        character attacks are also visible in the case of the French Revolution, during which attacks on an
        individual’s character, identity, and private life were the norm. Character assassination in journals,
        pamphlets, caricatures, and by word of mouth – a behaviour that flourished under the pre-revolutionary
        governments of Louis XV and Louis XVI – targeted almost all leading political figures after 1789, from Marie
        Antoinette to Robespierre (Harder, 2014). The immodesty with which people boasted about their achievements was
        used as a justification for character attacks in Ancient Rome and Communist China alike (Shiraev and Yang,
        2014; Van Der Blom, 2014). Allegations about a ruler’s scandalous private life were common during the Batavian
        Republic, as the Netherlands were called between 1795 and 1806 (Hagen, 2014). Attacks on the members of the
        elite who were having extramarital affairs were common in fifteenth-century France as well as in the
        twentieth-century United States (Adams, 2014; Smart and Shiraev, 2014).
      


      
        However, the specific characteristics of such attacks are likely to be linked to concrete cultural
        environments. Character attacks are culture-bound: what is an insult in one culture may appear to be a joke in
        others. As such, the same attacks may be effective in certain cultural environments but not in others. Even in
        a single culture, norms change over time. Accusations of marital infidelity could, for instance, have instantly
        destroyed the electoral prospects of most twentieth-century politicians in democratic countries. A classic case
        is US senator Gary Hart, who was running for the Democratic Party nomination in 1988. He dropped out of the
        race over possible attacks based on evidence of an extramarital affair with Donna Rice. In the twenty-first
        century, however, similar accusations are unlikely to cause the same damage. Western publics, at least, seem to
        be less interested in marital fidelity than they were in the 1980s. As an example, former South Carolina
        governor Mark Sanford was able to launch a successful political comeback following a scandalous and highly
        damaging public affair in 2009. He was elected to Congress in 2012. As cultural standards change, so too do the
        criteria for character attacks’ effectiveness. ‘The French Don’t Care About Affairs’ claims a popular website
        ( Jacobs, 2014). This claim certainly needs empirical investigation, but it appears to reflect more or less
        accurately the cultural realities of the first quarter of the twenty-first century.
      


      
        Earlier studies of character assassination, one of our basic assumptions has been that the key methods – the
        ‘core’ features – of character assassination remain amazingly consistent across history and cultures (Icks and
        Shiraev, 2014). At the same time, people constantly refine their character attacks on the basis of what proves
        effective in a given cultural environment. For instance, accusing a person of sexual misconduct can be seen as
        a universal feature of character assassination. However, what it means to be
        ‘sexually deviant’ has evolved over time and is linked to specific cultural norms and practices, both explicit
        (such as which clothes are considered appropriate for a man or a woman to wear) and implicit (what types of
        sexual jokes or innuendos are acceptable in public). Similarly, explicit public insults are a central feature
        of character assassination, yet the content of the insult – the words and subject of the attack – are prone to
        change.
      


      
        Posthumous attacks provide a useful illustration of the culturally central and peripheral aspects of character
        assassination. An attack on the character of a dead ruler or public figure may also be a veiled attack on a
        current ruler or a public figure who is descended from or in some other way associated with the ostensible
        subject of the attack – for instance because there are parallels in their behaviour or policy. Denigrating the
        dead also occurs when the victim is perceived as an important symbol of a particular religion, movement, or
        ideology. Historians and biographers have long played a key role in the creation and preservation of public
        memory. If a deceased ruler had not lived and reigned by their standards, they could deliberately cast him or
        her in a negative light in their works (Icks, 2014). Memory-erasing is a central feature of character
        assassination, but again, the means by which this is carried out have varied across time and space. Consider a
        few examples of such posthumous attacks.
      


      
        The Prophet Muhammad was a target of character attacks in the Middle Ages. He was often portrayed as either a
        diabolically inspired false prophet or a misguided man with a weak character (Wolf, 2014). In the 1790s, the
        French revolutionary Robespierre became the victim of a sustained posthumous assault on his character, which
        led to the creation of a dark legend around the politician that has endured to this day (Harder, 2014). Soviet
        leader Joseph Stalin accepted the ‘disappearance’ of many of his former associates from group photographs in
        the 1930s. Similarly, in the defining oil painting The Grand Founding Ceremony of the People’s Republic of
        China, completed in 1953, the artist Dong Xiwen illustrated the birth of the People’s Republic of China by
        showing Mao Zedong and his close associates. Later, the artist was ordered to remove one of the characters, Gao
        Gang, from the painting and replace him with a pot of flowers (Shiraev and Yang, 2014). A creative journalist
        would probably call these cases of character erasing the ‘Photoshop’ of character assassination.
      


      
        Character attacks in China in the 1950s (against Gao Gang) and Czechoslovakia in the 1980s (against Václav
        Havel) demonstrate how political authorities sanctioned and organised smear campaigns against their targets.
        Although the two cases are separated by a quarter of a century and occurred in very different cultures, the
        authoritarian methods used appear to have been very similar. First, a character assassination attempt began
        ‘from above’: someone gave the ‘go’ for an attack. Such a trigger may have been an official speech or a
        newspaper publication. Next, designated party leaders – chief character assassins – launched more significant
        attacks. They fabricated facts, exaggerated, falsified information, and smeared their victims according to a
        plan. Third, the attacks emerged in the obedient, politically controlled press (typically in newspaper
        editorials). Then local authorities mobilised the country to support the smear publications and condemn the
        ‘villain’. Unfortunately, those who found themselves under attack had little or no opportunity to respond.
      


      
        In China and elsewhere, character attacks are likely to mean more than an assault on an individual. Attacks on
        a person can target the entire ideology represented by this person. This is likely to be a cross-cultural
        feature, as the case of Martin Luther shows. Luther attacked the Roman Catholic Church and paved the way for
        Protestantism. Arguing that spiritual and secular power should be strictly separated, Luther and his associate,
        the famous woodcutter Cranach the Elder, published numerous pamphlets deriding the corruption of the clergy and
        particularly the Pope. Whereas some of their early attacks were directed at individual Church leaders, such as
        popes Julius II and Leo X, they soon began to target the papacy in general,
        associating it with the figure of the Antichrist (Dykema, 2014).
      

    

    
      Cultural Dichotomies


      
        The cross-cultural approach is rooted in the premise that cultural similarities and differences can be
        conceptualised in terms of cultural dichotomies. Among such dichotomies are at least four: (1) high/low power
        distance, (2) collectivism/individualism, (3) high/low uncertainty avoidance; and (4) high/low cultural
        traditionalism.
      


      
        Power distance is the extent to which the members of a society accept that power in institutions and
        organisations is distributed unequally (Hofstede, 1980). Most people in high power-distance cultures generally
        accept inequality between the leaders and the led, the elite and the common, the managers and the subordinates,
        and breadwinners (such as fathers) and other family members. Studies also show that on the individual level,
        high power distance scores may be rooted in an individual’s social dominance orientation, a measure of a
        person’s preference for hierarchy within a social system or culture (Sidanius and Pratto, 2001). People who
        accept social hierarchy and power distance tend to see social, age, gender, ethnic, and other groups as
        unequal. These attitudes are most likely shaped early in life (Lee, Pratto and Li, 2007).
      


      
        A person who disrupts the power hierarchy in a culture that scores high on power distance is likely to be a
        target of character attacks. For example, in the high power-distance societies of the Middle Ages, youthful
        monarchs were among the primary targets of character attacks because their coming-of-age was seen as a
        challenge to the balance of power – which might be transferred to a new generation or social group – while
        their immaturity was, by definition, morally suspect. The main perpetrators of these attacks tended to be
        clerics and monks, who played a key part in political and cultural life, as well as nobles who wanted to
        maintain or expand their influence. The cultural climate was susceptible to medical theories, popular at the
        time, that conceived of youths as transitional creatures who possessed a hazardous mix of manly (‘hot’) and
        female (‘wet’) characteristics. This paved the way for accusing young monarchs of a whole range of tyrannical
        vices, including irrationality, sensuality, and gullibility (Lecuppre, 2014).
      


      
        Collectivism and individualism are perhaps the most frequently cited and examined cultural
        characteristics (Triandis, 1989). Individualism is typically interpreted as complex behaviour based on concern
        for oneself and one’s immediate family or small primary group, as opposed to concern for other groups, the
        larger community or the society to which one belongs. Collectivism, by contrast, is typically interpreted as
        behaviour based on concern for others, community, common traditions, and shared values. Collectivism and
        individualism are typically described both on the level of so-called ‘strong’ ties (among family members and
        close friends) and on the level of ‘weak’ ties, which are usually between casual acquaintances (Granovetter,
        1973).
      


      
        Disrupting the collectivist orientation of the society could be seen as a moral transgression when used for
        political goals. In China, which is seen as a predominantly collectivist culture and was particularly so in the
        1950s, two prominent and relatively young party officials, Gao Gang (mentioned earlier) and Rao Shushi,
        suddenly found themselves facing a coordinated character attack orchestrated by the leadership. Along with
        having ideological rhetoric thrown at them, they were accused of numerous classical character flaws, including
        infidelity and plagiarism. They were further condemned for being arrogant, selfish, and individualistic –
        characteristics incompatible with collectivist communist norms (Shiraev and Yang, 2014).
      


      
        Uncertainty orientation refers to the common ways in which people handle uncertainty, both in daily
        situations and in their lives in general. This phenomenon is measured on a continuum between
        uncertainty-acceptance and uncertainty-avoidance. People who accept uncertainty tend
        to respond to uncertain situations by seeking information and engaging in activities that directly resolve the
        uncertainty. People who are certainty-oriented tend to defer to rules, customs, or the opinions of other
        people, including authority figures, to resolve uncertainty (Sorrentino et al., 2008). When most people accept
        uncertainty, they rely on rumours and gossip related to other people’s characters. Intriguingly, the Latin word
        fama can mean both ‘reputation’ and ‘rumour’ (Meister, 2014). Certainty as a cultural feature is likely
        to create culturally favourable conditions for labelling: clearly identifying a person as a ‘fool’ or ‘mentally
        ill’ could be enough to destroy his or her reputation and discredit him or her in the eyes of the public. In
        2018, Russian authorities portrayed a doctor who had revealed the details of one of the biggest doping scandals
        involving Russia as ‘mentally ill’ (Peskov, 2018). In cultures where the government has a monopoly on
        certainty, such official statements – direct insults – are calculated to discredit the reputation of the
        victim.
      


      
        Cultural traditionalism is a construct based on traditions, rules, symbols, and principles established
        predominantly in the past. We call such constructs a ‘traditional culture’. The opposite type is
        non-traditional culture (often called modern culture), which is based on new principles, ideas, and practices.
        The prevalence of science-based knowledge and technology-driven developments is typically associated with
        non-traditional cultures.
      


      
        Traditional cultures, conservative and intolerant to innovations, tend to be confined within local and regional
        boundaries. Non-traditional cultures, by contrast, tend to be absorbent and dynamic. That is, whereas
        traditional cultures embrace only a certain set of ideas associated with a particular religious doctrine,
        tribe, ethnic group, or territory as part of their reality, the image of reality in contemporary
        non-traditional cultures is constantly expanding. Traditional cultures have a wide variety of characteristics:
        for example, a combination of high individual scores in filial piety, conformity, family recognition, emotional
        self-control, and humility (Park and Kim, 2008). They also strictly define ‘good’ and ‘bad’ character traits.
        Thus, individuals living in these environments are relatively easy targets of character attacks: any deviation
        from the cultural standard can be considered a personal vulnerability.
      


      
        Cultural tightness (often called embeddedness) promotes particular cultural rules and norms. In tight
        (embedded) cultures, sanctions (including character attacks) are applied to those individuals who violate or
        appear to violate the culture’s norms and values. Embedded cultures therefore focus mostly on the welfare of
        the in-group and limit concern for outsiders’ wellbeing. Embedded cultures emphasise and often approve of
        taking actions against those who might disrupt in-group solidarity or the traditional order.
      


      
        Cultures have a great variety of other empirical characteristics. For example, cultures can be distinguished
        and measured along the spectra of ‘activity and passivity’ (e.g., action versus thought), ‘masculinity and
        femininity’ (e.g., conflict and physical strength versus harmony and beauty), ‘cultural complexity’ (the number
        of different cultural elements), and so on. These cultural variables of course require further study in the
        context of character assassination.
      

    

    
      Universal and Culture-Specific Methods of Attack


      
        If we accept the fact that cultures have specific and measurable characteristics, it becomes appropriate to
        briefly discuss the variety of methods of character assassination from the cross-cultural perspective.
      


      
        Anonymous lies. This is a favourite weapon of character attackers. In the 1700s, George Washington was
        falsely accused of regretting ever starting the American Revolution. Fake statements persisted in 2016
        suggesting that Hillary Clinton was a lesbian. In some instances, such lies can be easily dismissed, while in
        others they endure. The anonymity of today’s social networks and blogs makes lying
        particularly easy. Lies are perhaps easier to spread in cultures that accept uncertainty and avoid certainty.
      


      
        Misquoting is another common and surreptitious form of character assassination. Misquoting involves
        taking a phrase or sentence out of context. Deliberate misquoting often pursues the goal of attacking someone’s
        reputation. Francis Bacon, the seventeenth-century English philosopher and statesman, was a frequent victim of
        character attacks (Matthews, 1996). Doctoring of images is another effective form of distortion. It is based on
        emotionally compelling, but ultimately untrue visual information. Like lies, misquoting is less likely to be
        successful in a transparent cultural environment that promotes certainty.
      


      
        Erasing from memory and silencing. Erasing from memory involves a systematic deleting of information
        from printed and other sources. Silencing (in the context of character assassination) is preventing a living
        person from defending his or her character when it has been attacked. As a result of erasing and silencing, an
        individual disappears from people’s collective memory. This was the fate that befell the name and image of
        Nikolay Yezhov, head of Soviet security until his execution in 1940. His name and image disappeared from
        official posters and documents. Silencing has historically been relatively successful in traditional cultures
        in which the authorities exercise almost full control over information. In the era of the internet and social
        networks, however, silencing and erasing have become less effective.
      


      
        Character Vandalism. In 1781, someone broke into the Philadelphia Statehouse at night and defaced the
        portrait of George Washington. Symbols of a famed individual frequently become targets of destructive acts by
        other people, who may be motivated by jealousy, prejudice, or a calculated plan. Pictures of well-known
        individuals or public officials are frequently defaced to embolden certain individuals or anger others.
        However, vandalism may backfire and hurt the reputation of the attackers if their identity is revealed.
        Societal transparency is often a remedy for character vandalism.
      


      
        Name-calling. This method of attack does not usually require factual proof. Instead, it is a form of
        demonisation, or portraying somebody simply as evil or bad. In cultures that tend to embrace certainty,
        name-calling can be deadly if the derogatory labels are accepted by a majority of people. For example, in
        science, the label of charlatan is often applied to attack famous researchers. The term has been used in
        attacks on Franz A. Mesmer, promoter of magnetism, Charles Darwin, founder of evolutionary theory, psychologist
        William James, psychiatrist Vladimir Bekhterev, inventor Thomas Edison, and many others. In politics, typical
        labels include communist, fascist, Nazi, capitalist, imperialist, terrorist,
        traitor, hypocrite, and others. It typically takes a ‘vocal minority’ using these or other labels
        in order to successfully attach them to someone’s character.
      


      
        In the 1950s, Chinese leader Mao deliberately highlighted the significance of class struggle in his political
        rhetoric. He saw class struggle as a key challenge for his country at the time. (This echoed his Soviet
        counterpart Stalin’s belief in the inevitability of a fierce and increasing class struggle during the early
        stages of socialist transition.) To a Western reader, the labels and names used in China to attack may not
        appear malicious enough to do real harm. Yet in the context of Chinese politics and Communist ideology, the
        accusations of liberalism, bourgeois individualism, and being agents of imperialism were extremely serious.
        These labels could destroy careers and ruin lives. So they did (Shiraev and Yang, 2014).
      

    

    
      Technology, Culture, and Character Attacks


      
        Across cultures, the rumour, the pamphlet, and the printed publication have long been common means of conveying
        a character attack. During the early modern period, and even more so toward the end of the eighteenth century,
        the media and public opinion became political actors in their own right (Hagen,
        2014). Moreover, the speed and scope of attacks have grown tremendously due to the rise of modern democracies,
        mass media and social networks.
      


      
        The printing press opened up a whole new world for character attackers. It was now possible to reach much wider
        audiences in a much shorter time. In a world in which pamphlets, broadsheets and (later) newspapers circulated
        widely, and in which literacy was steadily on the rise, a growing group of people began to take an active
        interest in political and religious matters. This trend has only accelerated with the invention of radio, TV,
        the internet, and other mass media.
      


      
        Twenty-first-century technological developments are inevitably changing the nature of character attacks. One
        important aspect of the ongoing change is the scope and speed of attacks. One cheap shot or nasty comment about
        a political candidate posted on the web can “go viral” (and become essentially global) in hours. A second
        evolving feature is the longevity of an attack. In the past, newspapers could be physically destroyed and
        videotapes erased. These days, any text or image can be stored almost indefinitely. Getting rid of unpleasant
        material has become all but impossible in the digital age. Therefore, character attacks on the web are
        essentially timeless: they remain easily accessible and can be downloaded, copied and forwarded at any time.
        Perhaps this is a new cultural phenomenon.
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      The interdisciplinary study and theories and the problematizing of character assassination offer historians,
      particularly those examining the history of emotions, a useful framework from which to refine their understanding
      of historical conceptions of character, and how they influenced the judgement of the character traits of
      individuals in different time periods. Approached from this angle, the great attraction of studying character
      assassination lies in the fact that this phenomenon serves as a perfect mirror reflecting exactly which traits
      when and why were strongly disliked and attacked, or the opposite, thus highly appreciated, promoted and
      defended. Those perceptions underwent many shifts throughout history, revealing underlying values and repertoires
      of emotions, which are worthwhile to investigate. But character assassination should not only be regarded within
      a time-specific context. There is a cultural geographical dimension as well. Character assassination takes shape
      in many ways depending on the different local social, cultural, political or economic circumstances, and differs
      thus per region or country. This could mean that while some character traits are welcomed in one place, even
      championed, the same traits are attacked in other places. Empirically, a historical and cross-cultural comparison
      to explore the cultural relativeness of character assassinations occurring through the course of the life of one
      and the same target, does not seem very realistic. As it requires cases of transnational figures who during their
      lifetime have been subjected to a variety of attacks in more than one country, the question rises which epoch is
      most likely to provide interesting examples.
    


    
      The revolutionary era of the late eighteenth century seems an obvious potential historical goldmine. First of all
      because of the prominence of the concepts of character and reputation in eighteenth-century discourse, albeit not
      in the modern sense. With regard to the larger context of the interdisciplinary study of character assassination,
      it is important to stress that “character” is one of those many terms whose meanings tend to vary over time,
      according to people’s changing experiences and expectations.1 As will be
      explained later on in this chapter, from a historical point of view, the concept of character, as that of
      reputation, changed profoundly over the course of the late eighteenth century, not least within the political
      realm, which also changed drastically. The so-called “Age of Democratic Revolutions”, disseminating democratic
      ideas and practices across Europe and the United States, forced new conceptualizations of political authority and
      altered attitudes to political leadership (Palmer, 1959–1964; Leeb, 1973). Furthermore, the revolutionary era saw
      a growth of contemporary interest in the personal character of public figures, as the
      eighteenth-century public sphere, which played an important role in the formation of public opinion, became, as
      Habermas has stated, “the court before whose public prestige can be employed – rather than in which
      public critical debate is carried on” (Habermas, 2011, p. 201). The expansion of print in the form of pamphlets,
      newspapers and political weeklies, had a significant impact on popular representations of character, not just
      within texts, but also within images.
    


    
      The interplay of all mentioned factors also affected politicians’ attitudes. Guarding and protecting personal
      reputation from public scrutiny now became an issue (Morris, 2014). Finally, as we are looking for potentially
      controversial “characters” living in more than one country, it should be highlighted that the Age of Democratic
      Revolutions provides a rich pool of examples of such transnational individuals, as this age provoked one of early
      modern history’s large scale waves of political migration. Thousands of émigrés from all kinds of political
      backgrounds were forced to seek refuge in other countries within Europe or the United States. (For
      eighteenth-century refugees, see: Carpenter and Mansel, 1999; Freitag and Muhs, 2003; Jasanoff, 2011; Moutray,
      2016; on the Dutch case: Rosendaal, 2003.) Due to their combined engagement in political controversy and cultural
      duality, it is likely that some of these exiles offer us an opportunity to increase our knowledge of how
      character attacks are shaped by cultural forces within different environments.
    


    
      This contribution will present a study on the case of one of those multiple attacked characters within the time
      span of one lifetime in two different countries: Adam Gerard Mappa (1754–1828), a Dutch-American revolutionary
      who fled the Netherlands in 1789, after the Dutch Patriot Revolution of the 1780s failed to democratize the Dutch
      Republic by transferring power from both the Stadtholder of Orange and the regents to the people. (For Dutch
      Patriotism, see: Schama, 1977; Klein, 1995; Jacob and Mijnhardt, 1992). Mappa’s military actions catapulted him
      into the eye of a little media storm, as the printing press went into overdrive when Dutch society was thoroughly
      politicized due to the conflict between the Patriots and the Orangists. After Mappa arrived with his family in
      New York in 1789, he set up a type foundry. He grew into a political key figure within the settlement of
      Barneveld (Upstate New York), where he had accepted an agency with the Holland Land Company. Together with his
      close Dutch friend, “Scholar in the Wilderness” Francis Adrian Van der Kemp (1752–1829), a Baptist minister and
      ex-soldier who was also exiled from the Netherlands for undermining the Orangist regime, Mappa became one of the
      main founders of a Unitarian Congregation at Barneveld, the first of this denomination in the State of New York.
    


    
      Bringing together the Dutch and American historiographical versions of the history of Mappa’s life, which have,
      until today, largely remained separated, it becomes evident that what from the viewpoint of character traits was
      socially acceptable or fiercely rejected in the Netherlands, was not necessarily socially acceptable or fiercely
      rejected in America, and vice versa, despite the many overlaps between the political cultures of both
      countries.2
    


    
      Character and Politics in the Eighteenth Century


      
        The nature of the various forms of character attacks Adam Mappa faced successively from the Dutch and American
        media, and his many attempts to counter balance those by actively managing his reputation, primarily through
        carefully crafted compliments expressed by others, can only be understood in relation to the bigger picture of
        the eighteenth-century idea of character. The period’s deep fascination with it, by itself an intriguing
        distinct cultural phenomenon, reflects an important shift in the meaning of the term. Initially character
        purely referred to someone’s external facial and bodily features. The newer meaning, based on the famous
        character analysis of the Swiss John Caspar Lavater (1741–1801), evolved from categorizing people’s
        physiognomic features to examine and typify their appearances, to identify their inner moral qualities (Percival, 1999). As individuals were believed to have personalities within
        which character traits were embodied, the concept of “national character”, constituted by all the traits shared
        by the inhabitants of a nation(-state), also became subject of debate. Benedict Anderson famously correlated
        the emergence of this modern form of nationalism with the origins of the novel, as eighteenth-century literary
        writing was all about character portrayal and analysis (Anderson, 2006). Conceptions of character (nowadays
        more or less equated with identity and the self ) were not only examined in fictional writings such as
        first-person novels and plays, but also in autobiographies and (published) diaries, often written by literary
        authors, but also increasingly by political figures (Coleman, 1983; McGirr, 2007; Freeman, 2002).
      


      
        The judging of character gained political relevance as well, as there is a clear link to the rise of democracy.
        No hereditary right, but popular election brought citizens to power. With this, the egalitarian revolutionaries
        faced a new problem: what personal qualities gave men their rightful claim to public trust? As many studies on
        eighteenth-century political theory have shown, classical conceptions became central to republican thought in
        the revolutionary era. Republican government depended on citizens possessing certain qualities of character or
        moral qualities, in those days described as “civic virtues” (Pocock, 1975; Klein 1995; Velema, 2007). Whereas
        virtue was considered to be all important in well-functioning democracies, research indicates that putting up a
        polite public face and just performing the Public Man was no longer sufficient. Enlightened-style political
        leadership required virtuousness as the main trait of character, signified by a certain level of transparent
        authenticity, at least as a matter of performance.
      


      
        As a result, politicians became more revealing about themselves, albeit not with the intent to show their true
        authentic inner selves (Lynch, 1998, p. 6). In self-reflective writings such as autobiographies and memoirs,
        they interrogated their character and revealed information about their public persona and private life, but
        without analysing their “character” as an “intrinsic quality”. As many scholars like Deirdre Lynch, Sarah Knott
        and Dror Wharman have argued, in eighteenth-century discourse, character did not refer to private interiority
        but should, according to Knott’s words, rather be seen as a “socially turned self” (Knott, 2009, p. 5). (On the
        self in relation to eighteenth-century revolution, see: Goldstein, 2005; Wahrman, 2004.) In line with this, but
        more specifically in regard to (American) revolutionary politics, Andrew S. Trees stated, character “possessed
        a largely public meaning that was virtually synonymous with reputation” (Trees, 2005, p. 2). This applies to
        men of politics, but also to men of affairs. One’s good name and network were crucial for getting credit in a
        society in which the vast majority of money transactions were conducted on trust.
      


      
        In the act of writing the self but also in politics and everyday commercial life, self-exposure was on the
        rise. As formulated so eloquently by Gordon S. Wood, the revolutionary leaders inevitably became “characters”,
        “self-fashioned performers in the theatre of life” (Wood, 2006, p. 23). With this, reputations came
        increasingly under scrutiny and attack. Those who did not fashion themselves to fit a certain kind of what “a
        great character” was supposed to be, endangered the loss of their reputation (Wood, 2006). Subsequently, within
        the eighteenth-century public sphere, shaped by the newly emerged mass media, unmasking the disconnection
        between the ascribed and the actual character traits became a powerful weapon for attacking political figures.
        The genre of political “caricatures” sprang into being, representing changing assumptions of the self and
        public roles (Rause, 2010).
      

    

    
      Adam Gerard Mappa: A Dance with the Devil to Hell


      
        The media constituting the public sphere of the long eighteenth century possessed the power not only to make
        but also to break political reputations, as it could include adverse publicity mounting pressure on political dissidents to leave the country, such as in the case of Adam
        Mappa. Key to his carefully constructed and controversial reputation was the fact he manifested himself as a
        passionate patriot and drew inspiration from the classical republican language of political virtue, which
        spread through all Western revolutionary countries, of which Mappa and his compatriots were the early
        forerunners. Mappa has not written much on his political beliefs, but he did comply with a call-up by the Dutch
        revolutionary leader, Joan Derk van der Capellen tot den Pol (1741–1784), who, inspired by the American
        Revolution, wrote the most important pamphlet of the 1780s (“To the People of the Netherlands”), advocating the
        election of “good patriots” and the formation of citizens’ militias akin to the American Revolution to defend
        liberty. In Van der Capellen’s view, “revolutionary characters” had to possess two traits in particular: they
        had to be “good, virtuous, pious men” and had be willing to arm themselves (Van der Capellen, 1781).
      


      
        Both traits recommended as virtuous – piety and military virtue – were also the most important attributes of
        Mappa’s public persona. As they were perceived as essential republican credentials, trying to behave
        accordingly contributed to Mappa’s rise to prominence as a revolutionary. Yet at the same time, these
        self-proclaimed strengths also made him particularly vulnerable to trait-based attacks by his enemies, who
        claimed that he had a reputation for not acting as the “virtuous citizen” he pretended to be, particularly with
        regard to his religious and military identity.
      


      
        Clearly, focussing solely on the virtues Mappa tried to live up to does not capture the complexity of his daily
        experiences as a revolutionary. Not enough is known about his biography yet to draw all too strong conclusions,
        but based on the available sources it seems that his religious identity became more central to his public
        self-concept after he moved to America. As a co-founder of the Unitarian Church of Barneveld, he pertained more
        to “moral character” than to church doctrines. This, in a way, also created a hotbed for character attacks, as
        it made Unitarians prone to harsh judgements by their religious opponents for not living up to their own high
        moral standards.
      


      
        As Mappa was baptized in the Reformed Church, piety had also to a degree been of importance to him as a young
        man in the Netherlands, albeit more as part of his private life. In his letters to his fiancée, Anna Paspoort,
        he often wrote about his “religious feelings” (Van der Kemp, 1903, p. 142). Equally as much, or more, he felt
        it was his duty to become a soldier of the volunteer militia and, in line with the republican ideology, be
        willing to sacrifice his life for his Fatherland.3 In 1786 he became the
        commander of a so-called “flying” army unit. With his militia, consisting of about three hundred men and two
        hundred horses, he occupied a number of cities in the provinces of Utrecht and South Holland. He played an
        important role in bringing down and democratizing the city council of Utrecht, and later on, in removing all
        the Orangist regents of the local city councils of Delft, Gorkum, Montfoort and Vlaardingen (Schama, 1977).
      


      
        This revolution – contemporary with the War of American Independence – was, as all civil wars, an armed
        conflict. However, as this political upheaval paralleled with the emergence of the public sphere, it may even
        more accurately be characterized as “a war of words”. Printed propaganda was being used long before the
        outbreak of the Patriot revolt, but since the beginning of the political polarization the production and sales
        of political weeklies reached an unprecedented scale. As elsewhere, many newly founded periodical journals
        played an essential role in the invention of modern politics in the Netherlands. They contributed to a
        political culture based on contestation, as they offered readers a choice between competing opinions (Van Sas,
        2002, pp. 48–68).
      


      
        This new media phenomenon also signified the opening of a stronger role of the press in shaping public images
        of political figures, either favourably or unfavourably. Mappa experienced this at
        first hand. Establishing the patriotic case of a more democratic political regime, he tended to arouse strong
        reactions from both ends of the political spectrum. As a type founder, first in Rotterdam (1780–1782) and then
        in Delft (1782–1787), he occupied a position within the public sphere himself. He was surrounded by other
        patriots working for the press, who welcomed his martial undertaking to enhance their radical political profile
        of their own. Among them was Wybo Fijnje, a Delft editor of the Hollandsche Historische Courant. In his
        newspaper Fijnje praised Mappa extensively for curbing rioters supporting the Orangist party (Hollandsche
        Historische Courant, 4 Aug 1787). A long poem of praise was published in the same newspaper, paying homage
        to Mappa as a true national hero. Taking up arms against Orangist tyranny he resembled “Gideon” as he
        intervened on the side of the Dutch Republic as the New Israel (Hollandsche Historische Courant, 30 Aug
        1787). The Opregte Nederlandsche Courant hailed “courageous commander Mappa” for leading his guerrilla
        troupe “sweeping away all Orangist cobwebs”. This was, as this radical patriot newspaper wrote, the best and
        only way indeed to “purify Dutch government from all damaging insects” (Nieuwe Nederlandsche Jaerboeken,
        1787, p. 4047).
      


      
        Whereas the patriot press depicted Mappa and his combatants as “sons of freedom”, the opposing Orangist
        weeklies which defended the Patriots’ great adversary, Stadtholder William V of Orange, contrarily called them
        “freedom spoilers” and “bandits”, guilty of conducting unjust and excessive violence (Courier van den
        Neder-Waal, 1787). An anonymous cartoonist characterized Mappa provocatively as a devil musician leading a
        dancing group of “Keeshonden” (an icon of the patriots) to hell.4
      


      
        This political caricature dates from 1787, the year of the Orangist return to power. The local patriot militias
        had been defeated by Prussian troops of some 20,000 men, which were called in by Wilhelmina of Prussia, spouse
        of William V of Orange, and in practice the actual leader of the counter-revolution, in support of the
        Orangists (Schama, 1977). Mappa’s armed force capitulated on 27 September near Naarden, a town in the province
        of North Holland. Unlike most other patriot activists – on estimation between about
        forty and a hundred thousand – he could not return to his home town. In 1790 the (High) Court of Holland banned
        him forever from the provinces Holland, Zeeland, Friesland and Utrecht, as he was found guilty of “public
        violence, riot and lese-majesty” (Kernkamp, 2005, pp. 6–49). The triumphalist Orangist press, feeling relieved
        after the Patriots’ defeat, envisaged a peaceful Orangist future, free from the disruptive violence that had
        been committed by Mappa’s “gang of ferocious banditti” (Het groot toneel van verwarringen, in Amsterdam en
        elders vertoond, 1791, pp. 160, 164, 199, 220). Mappa had already fled the country by then. First he went
        to Brussels, where he joined the Société des Réfugiés Hollandois. He travelled on to Paris, from where
        he went to Château de Watten near Saint Omer in French-Flanders, where hundreds of Dutch patriots took refuge.
        Wybo Fijnje, the journalist of Hollandsche Historische Courant who had celebrated Mappa’s military
        actions, and Herman Willem Daendels, with whom Mappa shared a common identity as a civilian military leader,
        lived at the castle Watten as well (Rosendaal, 2003). Mappa, and his wife Anna Paspoort, did not stay for long,
        and did not, like the majority of the refugees, return to the Netherlands, after the so-called Batavian
        Revolution broke out, paving the way for a new regime in which governmental power was based on popular
        sovereignty. The Mappa’s represented a small minority of the Dutch refugees who immigrated to the United States
        (Swierenga, 1982).
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          Figure 6.1 Caricature
          of “Devil” Mappa, 1787
        


        
          Source: Rijksmuseum Amsterdam
        

      

    

    
      “A Distinguished Character”


      
        Being a political asylum seeker Mappa’s reputation as a true republican virtuous citizen-soldier had been
        deeply contested, both in print and in real life, as the Dutch authorities expelled him for good from four
        provinces of the country because of illegitimate bloodshed and excessive force. Today immigrants’ specific
        reputational networks are crucial to their individual reputation to secure their future income. A good name and
        connections played an even bigger role in the precarious economies of the eighteenth century. On the one hand,
        driven into exile, it is likely that Mappa had to make extra active efforts to control and reshape his
        reputation as a matter of protecting the economic welfare of himself and his family. On the other hand, one
        could argue that his involvement in the revolution opened up new international job opportunities which would
        not have been available to him otherwise. It enabled him to expand his political network of French and American
        revolutionaries.
      


      
        As the Dutch patriots and the Americans and French shared common points of reference in regard to their
        revolutionary experience, Mappa could be easily introduced as a trustworthy agent of reputation for the Dutch
        Patriot Movement as a whole, which allowed him access to the most prominent men of his time, at home, in France
        as well as across the Atlantic. This enabled him to build his network through personal encounters. Some years
        before his exile, he dined in The Hague with John Adams, and received from America’s first Minister
        Plenipotentiary to Holland some “friendly advice” to emigrate with his family to North America (Van der Kemp,
        1903, p. 140). When he took refuge in Paris in 1789, he elaborated on this contact with John Adams by talking
        to Thomas Jefferson, who advised him to settle in New York, and bring his letter foundry for various western
        and Oriental languages, worth some £3,500, fitting a branch which was at the time very wanted in America (Van
        der Kemp, 1903, p. 145). Getting himself involved in the international revolutionary community by meeting
        people of power and influence to secure his future job position as a type founder was one strategy. Another
        important tool to enhance his political and financial transatlantic connections was the use of letters of
        introduction. This type of letter often entails the explicit use of the term character, as they were a common
        means to vouch for the bearer’s character in a distant location where they were
        unknown. They followed a common formula, particularly focusing on revealing details about the merits of
        someone’s moral character (Van Horn, 2017, p. 3). Van der Kemp and others helped Mappa to further construct and
        promote a reliable reputational portrait of himself, attempting to re-establish his heroic patriot image, which
        was so heavily demonized by the Orangists.
      


      
        Van der Kemp wrote two letters of recommendation to John Adams, then Vice President. He asked him for
        encouragement of Mappa’s venture by a tax on the importation of foreign letter-types (Van der Kemp, 1903, p.
        146). Moreover, he asked to introduce his friend to the President George Washington, recommending Mappa as “one
        of the eminent characters among the Patriots for political knowledge, undaunted bravery, sacrifices, and
        distinguished personal merit” (Van der Kemp, 1903, p. 145; Jackson, 1963, p. 76). From London, Thomas Paine
        wrote a letter of recommendation directly to George Washington, announcing Mappa’s coming to the United States,
        bringing with him his family and almost the entire apparatus of his foundry.5
        As Paine wrote to Washington, he provided Mappa with a letter of recommendation to Benjamin Franklin as well,
        as “Dr Franklin” as a former type founder was “the proper Patron of his Art”. He hoped that Mappa’s coming
        would benefit both “the Country and himself” (Paine, 1789)6 The letters to
        introduce Mappa, signifying the mutual trust of the revolutionaries across the Atlantic, certainly did have
        their desired impact. As the Americans looked favourably upon the Patriot Revolt, they were happy to provide
        asylum for such likeminded people. And, as they felt strong common ties, they were even willing to host them in
        their own homes. After their arrival in October 1789, John and Abigail Adams offered Mappa, his wife Anna and
        their children temporary accommodation at their house, Richmond Hill, near Greenwich on Manhattan Island (Van
        der Kemp, 1903, p. 146).
      


      
        The Mappa’s set up their new business in New York, at No. 22 Greenwich Street (Van der Kemp, 1903, p. 146).
        Their type founding business was one of the first ones in America. As man of “characters”, now in the most
        literal sense (namely “typefaces”), Mappa manufactured a new font specifically for a prestigious publication on
        the Constitution of New York. However, crafting the new types caused a delay in printing the work, whereas the
        publisher Thomas Greenleaf, publicly apologized for the fact that they also were “not perfectly regular”
        (Wroth, 1964, pp. 112–114; Greenleaf, 1792, Preface). It was not the best advertisement and Mappa did not
        manage to attract the customers he needed to make his business successful. To add insult to injury, a big
        printer’s name – Isaiah Thomas – qualified Mappa’s Dutch and German types “handsome” but his roman “only
        ordinary” (Silver, 1965, p. 16). Apparently, they were not what the new nation needed to express its national
        character through a matching modern typography.7 To help to counter Mappa’s
        mediocre business reputation, Van der Kemp had already written to George Washington for the second time in
        January 1790, calling again for his “Excellency’s attention” to Mappa. Without mentioning his professional
        qualities as a printer, he promoted him as “a Gentleman of a distinguished character amongst the Patriots” and
        “a worthy Subject” to his “Excellency’s benevolence”, who definitely deserved some encouragement with his
        undertaking, which could not fail, since Mappa would be happy enough to be patronised by Washington’s
        Excellency (Van der Kemp, 1790).8
      

    

    
      “Undaunted Bravery”


      
        As their enterprise still did not prosper in New York City, the Mappa’s decided to try their luck near the
        Second River in New Jersey. Meanwhile, Mappa received a series of letters from Van der Kemp, in which he was
        extremely enthusiastic about the possibilities of Western New York. This is the
        country, he wrote to Mappa, “in which I could wish that our families were transplanted” (Van Cleave, 2014, p.
        113). Mappa sold his type foundry, acquainted himself with central and western New York, and moved, just like
        Van der Kemp (later on), to the area. 9 He settled for the village of
        Barneveld, named after the seventeenth-century Dutch statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, to the Dutch patriots
        the victim of the Orangist tyranny, and a martyr of true Freedom. In this village, he took over from Gerrit
        Boon a post of agent for the Holland Land Company, the largest private land developer in antebellum America.
        (On the HLC, see for instance: Evans, 1924; Chazanoff, 1970; Desjardins and Pharoux, 2010).
      


      
        In Barneveld, a new chapter of Mappa’s life began, with respect to his professional identity, as he devoted
        himself to the common good of the community and once more won the support of prominent inhabitants, who elected
        him supervisor (mayor) of the village, and helped him to succeed as the president and chief organizer of a
        Turnpike Company (Beito, Gordon and Tabarrok, 2006, p. 126). But his life also changed in terms of his moral
        image in public space. One of the most striking things about this is the fact that Mappa is now structurally
        and respectfully named “Colonel” – by his fellow townsmen, but also later on, by local historians. Perhaps it
        was the English title of Van der Kemp’s published letters to Mappa on a “Tour Through a Part of the Western
        District of New York in 1792”, which specifically included that they were addressed to “Colonel Adam G. Mappa”,
        that glued this military title and Mappa’s name together forever (Van der Kemp, 1792).10 In any event, what is shows is that in his condition of exile, Mappa still proudly and
        continuously fashioned himself after the American and Dutch revolutionary republican model of the citizen
        soldier.
      


      
        Meanwhile, at home, the Dutch pro-Orangist media still held him responsible for many acts of brutal force and
        atrocities committed by his “flying” military unit against local civilians. In the 1780s they had already
        wrecked his reputation successfully, as they portrayed him as a Devil figure guilty of excessive violence
        during the Patriot Revolt and made him leave the country. But “blasphemous” Mappa and his fanatic propagandist
        Fijnje reappeared in the press as prime targets of Orangist’s wrath again, when the Orangist journalists
        revived their political propaganda to reconquer public opinion during the restoration years of the Stadtholder
        regime (1787–1794). To them, Mappa and the “retinal rod” of his unruly “troop of Tatars” represented the
        ultimate proof of human cruelty that should never be forgotten (Het groot toneel van verwarringen, in
        Amsterdam en elders vertoond, 1791, pp. 160, 164, 199, 220; similar in tone: Onpartydige beschouwing van
        de voorledene en tegenwoordige Staatsgesteldheid van Holland, aan de ingezetenen van die Provincie
        voorgedraagen, door een waar liefhebber van deszelfs vaderland, 1790, p. 22).
      


      
        In 1808, after the demise of the revolutionary Batavian Republic (1795–1806) and the foundation of the Kingdom
        of Holland under Bonaparte’s younger brother, Louis Napoleon (1808–1810), the popular Dutch author Cornelis van
        der Aa, who in 1796 had been exiled from Holland as a supporter of the Stadtholder, recalled the horror of the
        cruelties practiced by Mappa’s guerrilla army again. In his biography on William V (1766–1795), he claimed that
        when the Stadtholder heard about what exactly happened under Mappa’s command, he was literally moved to tears
        (Van der Aa, 1808, pp. 85–86). Not just followers of the Stadtholder, but even former patriots, now distancing
        themselves from their rebellious past to reassure their political commitment to the new regime of King William
        I (1815–1840), debunked Mappa, albeit in a much milder tone. In his memoirs, written in 1819, Boudewijn Curtius
        Donker, a revolutionary politician during the Batavian Republic (1795–1806), degradingly called the armed
        interventions of Mappa “actions of a jester” (Van Boven, 2010, p. 143).
      


      
        For his role as a military coup perpetrator Mappa clearly gained more admiration abroad than at home. As his
        new citizens’ militia emulated the American militia groups, revolutionary Americans
        were not bothered that Mappa had been thrown out four provinces of his country because of excessive violence.
        He was considered “a labourer in the cause of freedom” after all. Local American studies almost always describe
        Mappa in glorying terms of a man of “superior military knowledge”, “an officer of acknowledged skill in the Old
        World” who “gained marked distinction” for being “brave and enterprising” (Pomry, 1851, p. 31; The American
        Architect, 1913, p. 62). This fits into a pattern of local myth making. Narratives on New York history
        perceive Mappa as a respectable founding father of the village of Barneveld, and have a high esteem for him
        anyway, even if this is more than he might deserve. Mappa has, for instance, also been identified with the
        supposed locals’ heroic past of abolitionism. Mappa, as Boon and Van der Kemp, might have had a passion for the
        cause, yet they still were all slaveholders themselves.11
      


      
        In Barneveld, Mappa’s martial image marked a sharp contrast with his alleged bloodthirsty image in the
        Netherlands. Here, he almost had the aura of a “military man of feeling”, as his character had the stamp of
        “courtesy and culture” and an all-embracing “kindliness” (New Amsterdam Gazette, 1883, p. 12).
        Sufficient evidence is not provided for all of these flattering words. Regardless whether they were rooted in
        reality, the sense of the identification with the iconic classic Colonel image, and all of the positive and
        very helpful connotations of leadership and masculinity that come with it, is palpable.12 Presumably, most of the flattery derived from the same source of information: Van der
        Kemp. While he himself became known in Barneveld as “the Old Judge”, a gentleman farmer, who “turned his sword
        into a pruning-hook”, next to him his “less learned but more practical friend” appeared “always more the
        soldier than the scholar” (Seymour, 1877, p. 17; Barneveld Sketches, 1993, p. 13). In 1820, Clinton
        DeWitt, Governor of New York, reaffirmed this image in his literary Hibernicus Letters. To the Governor
        of New York, Mappa appeared to be a refined and educated gentleman with “the erudition of a scholar” embraced
        by “the frankness of a soldier” (Misbach, 2007, pp. 4, 5, 17; Jackson, 1963, pp. 262–263).
      


      
        Mappa sustained his status as a supposed former military hero of “undaunted bravery” by staging himself as part
        of little public festive ceremonies, which he organized himself just outside the impressive mansion he had
        built around 1810 in Georgian style, with money from the Holland Land Company, still standing at the centre of
        the village. Mappa, his wife and their servants regularly paid small, but in the eyes of the other inhabitants
        of Barneveld nevertheless striking, tributes to their neighbour, Major General Friedrich Wilhelm Augustus von
        Steuben, aide-de-camp to Frederick the Great, drillmaster of the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War.
        When the Baron announced a visit and his carriage came in sight, the servants escorted him in line down the
        carriage way on either side, each man holding a lantern to light the road “where evergreens and lindens formed
        a long archway”. At the front door of Mappa’s mansion Von Steuben was received by the ladies with “all the
        courtesy and consideration which would have been proffered to him in the Old World” (Seymour, 1877, p. 17). The
        Mappa’s were known for upholding a certain prestige by entertaining notable and fashionable guests at chic
        dinner and quadrille parties at their Mansion, pretending that they were just preserving the high society Dutch
        customs they had enjoyed before their exile, which they empathized by displaying their knowledge of French, the
        language of the courts of Europe and diplomacy (Desjardins and Pharoux, 2010, p. 147). It was, without doubt,
        to Mappa’s great joy that he was invited to take part in the splendorous and public military ceremony,
        organized by the national state authorities to embellish General Lafayette’s official visit to America in 1825.
        When “the nation’s guest” travelled through the country, a month before the public celebration of the grand
        opening of the Erie Canal, Mappa was seated in the carriage directly behind the General’s (Bagg, 1892, p. 167;
        see also: Bank, 1997).
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          Figure 6.2 Mappa’s Military Camp with Tents, 1787
        


        
          Source: Rijksmuseum Amsterdam
        

      

    

    
      A Pharisee: Mappa’s Religious Integrity Under Attack


      
        With his ceremonial receptions of Von Steuben, commemorative of their shared common past of revolutionary
        power, Mappa perfectly fit the republican profile of the ideal American citizen-soldier, which the Dutch
        Orangists had so fiercely attacked him for. In America, the risk to endanger his “great revolutionary
        character” getting assassinated differed significantly from that of the Netherlands. Now, it was not his civic
        virtues as an undaunted brave republican which were at stake, but the religious dimension of his republican
        identity comprised of Christian virtues of faith. In 1803, Mappa, who in the Netherlands had been a member of
        the Reformed Church, and his friend Van der Kemp, who pursued theological studies in the Baptist Seminary of
        Amsterdam and had become minister of a Baptist Seminary in Leiden, established the Unitarian Church of
        Barneveld, while the Holland Land Company through Mappa donated a parcel of land to be used as a house or
        building of public worship. With its “overarching belief in a unipersonal, all-powerful God and a denial of
        both the Trinity and the essential divinity of Christ” this church represented a progressive minority in an
        orthodox environment (Kaufman and Macpherson, 2005, p. 1011). It had to withstand the determined assaults of a
        united orthodoxy.
      


      
        The Unitarians treated their opponents equally, and characterized them as “ignorant
        and malignant persecutors” (The Panoplist, and Missionary Magazine, 1815, p. 264). Interestingly,
        contemporary Unitarians themselves have suggested that Unitarians like Mappa and his friends proactively
        developed structural practices which helped them to suppress the negative perceptions and promote them in the
        public’s eye in a positive manner (Wells, 1815, pp. 23–24). It is true that to encourage support the group of
        forty five men and women who signed the document constituting the Unitarian Church of Barneveld, was larger
        than the actual number of members, as they only listed themselves to “be recorded and be considered as united
        in the promotion and Support of the Society” (Graves, 1904, p. 6). To enhance further fellowship, the Church
        organized weekly services and special lectures open to non-members (Van Cleave, 2014, p. 269). Thomas Belsham,
        an English Unitarian Minister, points at the striking Unitarian practice of systematically praising each other
        extensively in public. As a Unitarian Mappa was promoted as “a man of truly respectable character, and of
        considerable property and of influence” (Belsham, 1873, p. 165). To Belsham this kind of glorifying was
        nauseating. “Let a man only turn Unitarian and he becomes at once a man of talents and consideration”, he
        wrote. “He is flattered when he lives and canonized when he is dead” (Wells, 1815, p. 263).
      


      
        Notwithstanding all of the praise, Mappa’s Unitarian identity fuelled hatred among the orthodox protestants and
        led to a striking and widely noted attempt at character assassination. It occurred during a public conference
        and prayer meeting in Trenton, at the house of rev. Oliver Wetmore (who identified the Unitarians as the
        greatest perpetrators). The pastor of the Presbyterian Church in that place, Reverend Nathaniel Smith, named
        and distinguished Mappa, who was not attending the meeting. The preacher rallied upon Mappa’s beliefs, which,
        as he told the gathered audience, not only doomed himself to hell, but all of those who supported him:
      


      
        
          “oh God to smite that wicked man, that hardened sinner, who never prays, that stubborn rebel, that
          self-righteous Pharisee, who stands on eminence and has embraced a lie, and is leading multitudes that
          entrench themselves behind him, down to hell. O God, Send trouble, anguish and affliction into his bed
          chamber this night, shake his house over him, and cause him to tremble. God Almighty shake him over hell!!!”
        


        
          (A Calm Review, of the Spirit: Means and Incidents of the Late ‘Oneida Revival,’ as Exhibited in
          Various Presbyterean Societies, 1827, p. 4; see also: Van Cleave, 2014, p. 282)
        

      


      
        This attack on Mappa’s religious integrity caused a public outcry, addressing the issue of “moral character”.
        It became front page news. The worst thing, recalled a shocked “Layman of the Reformed Church of Trenton” in
        the religious magazine The Gospel Advocate, was that all the things that were said “before the public”,
        had remained without any reply from the audience. According to this anonymous author, Mappa’s “reputation as a
        man or a christian” “suffered chiefly” because of it (Gospel Advocate Devoted to the Cause of Religion,
        Morality and Impartial Truth, 1826, pp. 166–167; Universalist Magazine, 1827, front page;
        Christian Examiner Vol. IV, 1827, p. 259). On behalf of Mappa, who had to excuse himself from addressing
        the attacks as “his age and disposition would not admit to such an altercation”, the anonymous “Layman” called
        Reverend Nathaniel Smith to account for the “informants” who, apparently, provided him with the knowledge he
        represented as facts pertaining to “Mr Mappa’s character” (Perkins, 1826, pp. 80–83).
      


      
        In another public letter, directed to Wetmore, “the Layman” asked the Reverend sharply about his blameworthy
        behaviour of not protesting against Smith’s prayer containing “the violent and outrageous philippic against
        Colonel A.G. Mappa”. Wetmore had even sanctioned the injury done to Mappa’s “well
        known good character” by denying that anything was said that “in the least degree impeached” Mappa’s “moral
        character” (Perkins, 1826, pp. 84–86). To proof the truth of this, the “Layman” published a letter Wetmore had
        written to Mappa, in which he assured the latter that ever since he had “any information relative to” his
        “person and character” he always had thought of him highly. According to Wetmore, it was not Smith or himself
        but “other persons within the neighbourhood” who were “basely employed in making wrong statements”. Wetmore
        implored Mappa: “you may assured that you will have your good character supported by me before all my friends
        or enemies whenever it is in the least degree attacked” (Perkins, 1826, pp. 86–87). In reply, “the Layman”
        again mocked Wetmore for denouncing Mappa as “an infamous, uncommonly infamous man”, holding him up before God
        and the public as a “devil”, denouncing the church to which he belonged as “a nest of vipers” (Perkins, 1826,
        pp. 87–94; see also: Bratt, 2005, p. 64).
      


      
        Mappa was, apparently, not able to defend himself in public. But after his death, his church spoke for him,
        representing the personal attacks directed at Mappa as a threat to the legitimacy of the Unitarian faith as a
        whole. The acknowledgement of the spiritual dimension of the deceased character as the most important aspect of
        someone’s reputation, is known to be the foremost feature of the late eighteenth-century genre of the funeral
        sermon (Pritchard, 2017, pp. 249–68). This certainly applies to Mappa’s funeral sermon, as it is primarily
        concerned with his spiritual conduct, praising him extensively as “a consistent protestant” and a man of
        “inflexible principle” (Funeral Sermon for A.G. Mappa, 1828, n.p.). Aspects of his public identity – as
        a political game figure and agent for the Holland Land Company – remain unmentioned. Notwithstanding this
        adaptation to a conventional mode of characterization in contemporary funeral sermons, Mappa’s funeral sermon
        reflects above all an interesting post-mortem defence of him against the character attacks of Reverend
        Nathaniel Smith. More than just describing Mappa’s religious integrity at length, Mappa is recognized for the
        uniqueness of “the purity of his character and the moral greatness of his mind”. There was “none of the
        Pharisee in his character”. On the contrary, there was a striking consistency between Mappa’s values and the
        church’s values: “he was ready to vindicate our despised and slandered faith”. Mappa’s character holds an
        exemplary status because he claimed the right for himself of private judgement and allowed others the same
        right, thus setting “an example worthy to all to follow of moderation and submission to the judgement of
        others”. His moral behaviour was to be copied: “Piety, purity, and philanthropy we have witnessed for years in
        the example of Mappa” (Funeral Sermon for A.G. Mappa, 1828).
      

    

    
      Attacks on a “Socially Turned” Character


      
        It was said by contemporaries that even after twenty years of exile, it was like Mappa was still living in
        Amsterdam, as he had never changed his customs or mode of life. This character peculiarity of a stubborn
        unwillingness to give up old home values was attributed to the fact that he was a Dutchman (New York
        History, 1975, p. 279). It is true that he never openly stepped away from his Dutch past of patriot
        activism, but the political ideal of the virtuous citizen, underpinning Mappa’s public image, was not typically
        Dutch, as this political language had spread throughout the rest of Western revolutionary Europe and America.
        Transnational embeddedness can also be established for the two other main pillars of Mappa’s public identity,
        Unitarianism and the Holland Land Company. In this sense, rather than a stereotypical narrow-minded Dutchman,
        Mappa could rather be typified as an early “global citizen”. However, the international influences which
        accommodated his virtues as excellent traits of his character were not necessarily as portable as his physical
        person. The virtues he especially became known and esteemed for, soldierly virtue and
        virtue of piety, were internationally valued by the republican revolutionaries, albeit with national and
        cultural variables.
      


      
        As Mappa’s case indicates, they were valued differently among different political and religious groups in
        America and the Netherlands, and – strikingly enough – attacks almost crossed ways. Whereas the American
        revolutionaries highly approved of his cultivated image of a citizen-soldier, the Dutch were not unreservedly
        enthusiastic. They certainly were in the beginning, at least the patriots. But the martial dimension of the
        republican ideals lost its appeal after the victory in home politics of the Orangists over the Patriots –
        between 1787 and 1794 and again in 1814, when the Netherlands transformed into a Kingdom and the Prince of
        Orange, William I, became the head of state. The militia of armed patriot citizens propagated by Joan Derk van
        der Capellen were now associated with a wrong political past, and even with torture and brutality, for which
        the Orangists blamed Mappa in particular. Contrary to America, in the Netherlands, Mappa’s piety, the other
        virtue of the republican identity he modelled himself on, was not questioned at all, let alone attacked, not
        even by the orthodox protestants, the vast majority of the adherents of Orange. In America, his religious
        beliefs were also not suspect to his revolutionary-minded fellowmen, but to the orthodox local community it put
        his reputation and moral character heavily into question. Whereas Dutch Orangists had depicted him as a “devil”
        for the military side of his republican identity, American orthodox protestants disqualified him a “devil”
        because of the religious side of that identity.
      


      
        As this contribution on the attacks on Mappa’s character has shown, the traits he was attacked for were not at
        all about his authentic self, as individuality had different connotations in his time. Instead, they were aimed
        against Mappa’s self-fashioned character with traces of classic republicanism, as he committed himself to the
        public good and embraced the corresponding republican virtues of soldierly virtue and piety. With this, we
        could say that the attacks on Mappa were primarily attacks on the ideal “type” of his “socially turned” public
        persona. However, the fact that in America he was openly and heavily denigrated, seemingly more than his much
        more famous friend and co-founder of the Unitarian Church, Van der Kemp, brings to light new questions about
        his specific political and commercial role in the community of Barneveld, about which we do not know much yet.
        Perhaps the attacks were purely of a religious nature, and Mappa, being a high-profile figurehead, just served
        as a perfect target to repel the new movement of Unitarianism. But it could also be that there were
        power-related reasons behind it as well. This might also explain why Mappa in particular was accused of failing
        to live up to his own Christian standards more than the other local Unitarians. In any event, Mappa’s case is
        fundamentally different from modern-day attacks. It was not so much about destroying him as a particular
        individual by attacking him on specific personal features, like attacked public figures nowadays often
        experience, but about discrediting the political and religious values he pretended to represent in order to
        maintain the non-revolutionary status quo.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. For an introduction to cultural history through the lens of conceptual
        history (the historical study of language), see: Melching and Velema, 1994.
      


      
        2. Mappa is a well-known name in Dutch historiography on the Dutch Patriot
        Movement (1780–1787), but only a few Dutch publications have been devoted to him specifically. They describe
        both the Dutch and the American episodes, but without a deeper look at reciprocal links within the context of
        the whole of Mappa’s life or without making a comparison between the Dutch and the American older and newer
        historiography. For genealogical details on the Mappa family and some details about Adam Gerard Mappa’s life in
        the Netherlands and America, see: Kernkamp, 2005; Ligtenberg, 1999. The main source of biographical details on
        Mappa has been provided by his fellow expatriate: Van der Kemp, 1903; Jackson, 1963.
        On Van der Kemp’s political and religious views as well as his practical daily life in America, there is much
        more research done, which also touches upon Van der Kemp’s close friend Mappa: Van Cleave, 2014. On political
        culture: Baker, 1987–1989.
      


      
        3. When about fourteen he entered the military service, was gazetted as an
        ensign in 1768, a lieutenant in 1771, and left the army in October, 1780: Zwitzer, 1988, pp. 27–52.
      


      
        4. Source: www.weyerman.nl/9322/dansend-achter-de-duivel/.
      


      
        5. This letter is not mentioned in the secondary literature: Paine, 1789.
      


      
        6. Source: https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-04-02-0132.
      


      
        7. Next to Dutch, German and Saxon types, his foundry contained matrices for
        Oriental languages (Hebrew, Greek, Samaritan, Arabic). In many personal letters Mappa’s wife Antje exchanged
        with their relatives, she tearfully wrote about their poverty and constant financial struggle. Still, there was
        a fear of losing face, as Antje requested explicitly not to tell Mappa’s brother, who seemed to manage quite
        well working for the VOC at Cape of Good Hope. The Mappa Papers (University of Rochester, Call Number: A.M29)
        include 47 letters, 1778–1833 and undated, the majority being for the period 1789–1795. Almost all are in
        Dutch, with the rest in French.
      


      
        8. Source: https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-04-02-0365.
      


      
        9. The letters date from 15 July 1792 to 15 August 1792, and were originally
        written in Dutch for his own family as well as for Mappa, later translated into English: Seymour, 1876; Van
        Cleave, 2014, p. 113.
      


      
        10. Letters On a Tour through a Part of the Western District of New York, in
        1792 can be found in: John F. Seymour, Centennial Address, Delivered at Trenton, N.Y., July 4, 1876, with
        Letters from Francis Adrian van der Kemp, Written in 1792.
      


      
        11. This myth goes back to the first years of the settlement, when Gerrit
        Boon started a commercial experiment which, as he apparently believed, would enable him to manufacture sugar
        from maple trees in such quantities and at prices to supersede West India sugar, and thus crush all slave evil.
        Van der Kemp’s and Mappa’s supposed anti-slavery mentality has been attributed to their Dutch liberal heritage.
        But in the Netherlands this was not the prevailing discourse yet, while Unitarianism, which advocated the
        abolition of the slave-trade, was not the defining identity of the congregation at Barneveld at that time. In
        1801 Mappa set two of his slaves free (two little notes on this can be found in the Mappa Papers). According to
        folk tales Van der Kemp brought a large number of slaves with him, Jackson believes that there were only a few:
        123. Van der Kemp certainly emancipated one: DeAmicis, 2003. A couple of years before this, Boon left for New
        York to look “for his Negroes who had escaped”: Desjardins and Pharoux, 2010, p. 246. To which extent slavery
        was common with the Holland Land Company deserves more scholarly attention.
      


      
        12. As this image represents “inalienable values” such as glory, masculine
        bravery, leadership and freedom; probably not far off from the virtues upon which Van der Kemp hoped to build a
        new republican community: Bakogianni, A. and Hope, V. M. (2015), War as Spectacle: Ancient and Modern
        Perspectives on the Display of Armed. London: Oxford.
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      Introduction


      
        Throughout Russian history, character assassination (CA) has been an instrument of premeditated manipulation of
        – and state violence against – dissenting voices. From totalitarian Stalinism to Putin’s Russia, CA strategies
        and tactics have helped the state neutralise political rivals, delegitimise dissidents, and marginalise
        opponents.
      


      
        Despite its long history, there has been practically no research done on character assassination in the Russian
        context. This chapter seeks to fill that gap by discussing Soviet and Russian cases of CA through the lens of
        the theoretical framework proposed by Icks and Shiraev (2014). Above all, it explores the longevity of CA
        traditions by demonstrating the development of consistent patterns and technologies in the Soviet Union and
        their continued application in modern Russia. Many of these approaches define the nature of Russia’s
        contemporary state propaganda. In addition, this chapter addresses the dynamics of political competition, the
        specifics of election campaigns, and the relationship between the authorities and civil society.
      


      
        To provide an adequate assessment of the political context, it is necessary to address the relationship between
        the state and society during a specific historical period. This chapter examines three political periods, which
        are marked by the specificities of the political regime, the relationship between the government and the
        public, the state of the media and the personality of the leader. Specifically, we discuss the state’s use of
        character assassination under Joseph Stalin between the late 1920s and early 1950s; the so-called “years of
        stagnation” presided over by Leonid Brezhnev and Yuri Andropov from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s; and
        finally, Vladimir Putin’s Russia from 2000 to the present.
      


      
        Each period is represented by prominent cases that are emblematic of the epoch. For the first period, we
        discuss the character assassination of Soviet marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky and a group of commanders accused of
        conspiracy in 1937. For the second period, we look at the two-decade-long witch-hunt perpetrated against human
        rights activist and Nobel laureate Andrei Sakharov between the 1960s and 1980s. Finally, turning to the
        contemporary period, we analyse the use of black PR and similar techniques during election campaigns, as
        well as character attacks on the opposition.
      


      
        In addition, this chapter examines the behaviour of political actors from the perspective of political
        psychology. The leader’s hostility toward the target can often be explained by reference to their personal relationship and differing values. Looking at cases where the country’s
        political leaders chose to intervene personally also reveals their motives as attackers.
      

    

    
      The Stalin Years: The Tukhachevsky Case


      
        The political regime of Joseph Stalin was marked by outright totalitarianism and ideological domination over
        elites and ordinary Soviet citizens alike. Throughout this period, Stalin’s cult of personality dominated every
        aspect of public life. Many Soviets saw him as a quasi-religious figure and trusted him almost unconditionally.
        The public regarded his statements – echoed by thousands of party functionaries and disseminated in national,
        regional and factory newspapers – as direct guidelines. Thus, if Stalin and the Communist Party denounced
        someone as ‘an enemy of the people,’ this label quickly became accepted and almost universally applied.
        In such an environment, character assassination was destined to become a powerful mechanism for legitimising
        public trials of political opponents and their subsequent termination.
      


      
        Character assassination under Stalinism was predominantly realised by means of thorough, well-planned campaigns
        that often led to the physical annihilation of the target. The state machine applied a wide variety of CA
        methods, including erasing from memory by removing information from published documents (Icks and Shiraev,
        2014; King, 1997). The mainstream press – including radio, newspapers, fiction and non-fiction books, and
        documentary newsreels – were used as defamation channels. False statements by government officials and
        enthusiasts were published in newspapers. Many well-known writers and journalists were coerced into placing
        blame and condemning victims. Collective letters written by formal and informal groups of scientists, soldiers,
        sailors, intellectuals, factory workers and collective farmers demanded that ‘traitors’ and ‘enemies of the
        people’ be punished.
      


      
        The fabricated case against Soviet Marshal Tukhachevsky and a group of senior Red Army commanders is
        illustrative. Tukhachevsky was a prominent Soviet military leader and theoretician who contributed to the
        modernisation of Soviet army in the 1920s and 1930s and was instrumental in the development of mechanised and
        airborne forces. On 22 May 1937, he, along with seven other Red Army commanders, was arrested and charged with
        ‘right-wing-Trotskyist’ military conspiracy against the Soviet Union and espionage for Nazi Germany.
        Tukhachevsky was forced to ‘confess’ and was executed in June 1937, immediately following the verdict delivered
        by a Special Session of the Supreme Court of the USSR. The Tukhachevsky case triggered a massive purge of the
        Red Army that left the Soviet Union weakened on the eve of the Second World War.
      


      
        There are no conclusive facts about the real rationale behind the Tukhachevsky trial. It is frequently argued
        that his case was based on forged documents created by the Abwehr, documents which deluded Stalin into
        believing that the Red Army commander was part of an anti-Stalinist conspiracy with the German Wehrmacht
        intended to impair the Soviet Union’s defence capacity (Conquest, 2008). According to another version
        (Blackstock, 1969; Lukes, 1996), the fictitious story was Stalin’s strategy for getting rid of Tukhachevsky and
        other officers in a believable manner. Thus, the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) was
        instructed to run an intelligence operation to leak information through the émigré General Skoblin in Paris to
        Heydrich, chief of the Nazi Sicherheitsdienst, suggesting a conspiracy by Tukhachevsky and other Red
        Army officers against Stalin.
      


      
        However, the leading hypothesis explains Stalin’s decision to consolidate his power and eliminate past and
        potential rivals by reference to not only personal, but also ideological concerns. Throughout the 1920s and
        into the 1930s, the Communist Party and the state apparatus were shaped by an endless intra-party struggle for
        the internal purity of the cadres and concerns about alignment and commitment to the
        party line among all elite groups, including Red Army commanders. Stalin’s long-term dislike and suspicion of
        Tukhachevsky was no doubt aggravated by the Bolsheviks’ constant obsession with internal subversion,
        counterrevolution and espionage in the ranks. According to Montefiore (2014), Stalin knew that the Red Army was
        the only institution capable of resisting his quest for absolute power.
      


      
        Many of the leading figures in the Red Army, including Tukhachevsky, were appointed during the Civil War by
        Stalin’s archenemy Leon Trotsky, then the chairman of the Revolutionary Military Council of the Soviet Republic
        and its People’s Commissar for Military Affairs. Many of them continued to occupy high-ranking positions in the
        Red Army after Trotsky was dismissed and exiled in the late 1920s. Despite their public recantations, they
        largely continued to share Trotsky’s views and did not support the exaltation of the cult of Stalin.
        Tukhachevsky, Yakir, Uborevich and other commanders had also long been dissatisfied with the leadership style
        of Stalin’s ally, People’s Commissar of Defense Kliment Voroshilov, with whom they differed on many important
        issues, including the mechanisation of the army. They sought to bring these issues to Stalin’s attention,
        frequently bypassing Voroshilov in the process. Their competing views on these issues and growing distrust and
        irritation led to latent but growing confrontation between the military group and the Soviet leadership.
      


      
        It was a time when the arrests of so-called saboteurs connected with the Trotskyist opposition revealed many
        party functionaries’ lack of political insight and even betrayal. As a result, the campaign to “cleanse” party
        and state structures was transferred to the army. On top of that, Tukhachevsky and a number of other Soviet
        military commanders had cultivated friendly relations with the German military. The diplomatic groundwork for
        this had been laid by the decade-long military partnership that followed the Treaty of Rapallo, which was
        signed by Germany and the USSR in April 1922 (McGranahan, 1978). Despite the termination of the Soviet-German
        military agreement, Tukhachevsky maintained his foreign connections and even travelled abroad, including to
        France and England (Erickson, 2001). Various rumours began to circulate about Tukhachevsky’s disloyal attitude
        toward Soviet power; these certainly played a role in bringing down the Soviet marshal (Whitewood, 2015). The
        popularity of a group of army innovators and their consolidation of military power presented an obvious threat
        to Stalin. The execution of popular Red Army generals is seen as a pre-emptive move by Stalin to remove any
        opposition to the leadership’s planned military purge. By compromising the popular marshal and tainting his
        reputation, Stalin effectively gave himself given carte blanche to cleanse the cadres.
      


      
        On 12 June 1937, the day after the trial and execution of Tukhachevsky and other military commanders,
        Voroshilov issued an order in which the victims were officially labelled as ‘traitors and leaders of a hideous
        gang of treacherous spies’ (Pravda, 1937b). In addition to plain name-calling and labelling, the order
        contained false accusations. The accused allegedly sought to destroy the Soviet regime, preparing to ‘murder
        party and government leaders;’ to ‘undermine the strength of the Red Army and prepare its defeat in a future
        war;’ to ‘sell the military secrets of our state to the enemies of the Soviet Union;’ and to ‘accelerate the
        attack of an external enemy on the Union of Soviet Republics.’ In other publications, they were further accused
        of espionage and communication with the ‘general headquarters of bourgeois, fascist countries.’ In addition,
        guilt by association was used to tarnish the marshal and other officers through statements such as ‘Like
        General Franco, they [Tukhachevsky and Co.] were going to invite fascist interventionists against the Soviet
        people, preparing their way by betrayal and opening all the doors’ (Pravda, 1937a). To diminish the status of
        the victims, they were called ‘pygmies – poisonous, full of malice and hatred of workers and peasants’ and
        ‘snake[s] of fascist espionage.’
      


      
        The CA campaign that followed the trial was comprised of individual attacks on Tukhachevsky and the seven Red
        Army commanders, as well as collective attacks on them as a group of spies and
        traitors. Scholars agree that Stalin acted as the main architect of the campaign (Kantor, 2016; Martiushev,
        1997; McPadden, 2006; Sokolov, 2008). On 12 June 1937, demands for the execution of the participants in
        ‘military-fascist conspiracy’ were spread during mass rallies and published in Soviet newspapers. For example,
        an article published in the newspaper Pravda read, ‘The demands for the shooting of spies by the general
        roar of the people are heard both in the Red Army units and schools, in mines and railways, on collective and
        state farms’ (Pravda, 1937c). In collective letters, members of the intelligentsia and cultural elite called
        for ‘shooting the spies’ (Sokolov, 1999). The Soviet people decried the generals as ‘despicable traitors,’
        reaching the verdict, ‘A dog deserves a dog’s death’ (Pravda, 1937d).
      


      
        This case is critical because it reflects an important trend in the Stalinist regime. The vehicles of state
        propaganda carried character attacks that constantly shaped the attitudes and beliefs of Soviet people. Often,
        the security services forced the accused into confession and self-incrimination through the use of extortion
        techniques. Typically, the process of self-accusation was a part of a public show trial (see the chapter
        by Klicperová-Baker in this volume) accompanied by a full-fledged defamation campaign in the press. After a
        short-lived but intense smear campaign, character assassination was continued post mortem through memory
        erasing techniques, which were intended to obliterate ‘traitors’ from public memory. The names of the victims
        and any references to them were deleted from encyclopaedias, and their images were removed from group
        photographs (Macdonald, 2007; King, 1997).
      


      
        These official deletions may have been carried out as a warning to those who even considered opposing Stalin.
        Most Bolshevik leaders – including Leon Trotsky, Lev Kamenev, Nikolai Bukharin, and Grigori Zinoviev – were
        removed from photographs after Stalin ordered their execution. One Soviet group photograph saw 11 of the
        original 41 Bolshevik leaders removed over the years (King, 1997, pp. 54–55), while so many people were removed
        from a group photograph taken at the celebration of the second anniversary of the Communist Revolution in 1919
        that by 1967 Lenin was the only one of the major revolutionaries who remained (King, 1997, p. 46). Tukhachevsky
        and the other Red Army commanders were destined to be ‘wiped off the face of the earth,’ and the memory of them
        ‘cursed and forgotten’ (Pravda, 1937b).
      

    

    
      The Years of Stagnation: The Case of Andrei Sakharov


      
        The era of stagnation (zastoi in Russian) was the period in the history of the Soviet Union that began
        during the rule of Leonid Brezhnev (1964–1982) and continued until the onset of perestroika under Mikhail
        Gorbachev in 1985. In fact, Gorbachev coined the term ‘era of stagnation’ to describe the negative way in which
        he viewed the previous political period (Bacon and Sandle, 2002).
      


      
        In the 1950s, the process of destalinisation launched by Nikita Khrushchev brought Soviet people multiple
        liberties to express their individual and collective identities and partially recognised the illegitimacy of
        the state violence carried out by his predecessor, Stalin. When Leonid Brezhnev came to power in 1964, however,
        he ended this brief post-Stalinist ‘thaw’ and attempted to rehabilitate Stalin, a strategy that met strong
        resistance from the intelligentsia and the cultural elite. Unsurprisingly, Soviet society had changed under
        Khrushchev, and many people refused to blindly accept what was said by officials or published in the Soviet
        press. Generally, people were not ready for mass protests, but the silent majority was no longer homogeneous in
        terms of the way official messages, including state-run CA campaigns, were perceived. Under Brezhnev, reprisals
        against dissidents escalated. However, the previous totalitarian mechanism of ‘Great Terror’ and mass purges
        was replaced by a more refined approach based on selectively targeting and policing dissenting voices. In
        addition to the print media and radio, the Soviet state now had television as its
        main propaganda tool to target mass audiences in the USSR and abroad.
      


      
        In the 1960s, Andrei Sakharov, a renowned physicist and inventor of the Soviet hydrogen bomb, became an active
        human rights advocate and a critic of the Soviet state. In August 1973, Politburo and KGB Chairman Yuri
        Andropov initiated a newspaper campaign that involved the public castigation of Sakharov by well-known
        scientists, members of the cultural elite and labour collectives throughout the country.
      


      
        Following Sakharov’s interview in July 1973 with the Swedish correspondent Stenholm, the Soviet news agency
        TASS published an article in Literaturnaya gazeta called ‘The Purveyor of Defamation’ (Kornilov, 1973)
        that accused Sakharov of pleasing his ‘Western patrons.’ On 29 August, Pravda published a letter from
        forty academicians stating that Sakharov ‘withdrew from active scientific work’ and ‘actually became an
        instrument of hostile propaganda against the Soviet Union and other socialist countries’ (Pravda, 1973). Over
        the next few days, the press published several collective letters from other academies and creative unions, as
        well as from collective farm workers. Not all collective letters were organised and signed under pressure; some
        activists and enthusiasts castigated Sakharov on their own initiative. The newspaper contained emotionally
        charged phrases, including ‘Along with enemies,’ ‘Rebuke the slanderer,’ ‘We furiously condemn’ (Antologiya
        samizdata, 2005, p. 23). Defamatory letters published in the national and regional press generally followed the
        same storyline as those of the academicians: they sought to degrade Sakharov, calling him an ‘apostate’
        deserving of ‘universal contempt for betraying the interests of science, the interests of the Soviet people, of
        progressive humanity’ (Pravda, 1973). In addition, foreign communist newspapers, such as L’Humanité and
        Volksstimme, published articles condemning Sakharov’s position. Their articles were later reprinted by
        Soviet newspapers Pravda and Izvestiya.
      


      
        Sakharov’s words were deliberately distorted and his position was ‘sharply accursed without accurate citation’
        (Sakharov, 1996, p. 545). Lydia Chukovskaya (1990, p. 226) noted that, ‘In the fall of 1973, newspapers
        distorted and flouted Sakharov’s act of bravery, painting Sakharov as ‘a proponent of war.’ Sakharov himself
        stated that ‘the campaign in the newspapers that involves hundreds of people … is very distressing to me, as
        yet another manifestation of brutal violence against conscience … it is this kind of unreasonable and cruel
        newspaper campaign that can damage international détente’ (Chronicle of Current Events, 1973).
      


      
        After Sakharov was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the KGB issued a secret resolution (Postanovleniye TsK
        KPSS, 1975) instructing the Presidium of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, on behalf of leading Soviet
        scientists, to release a note that condemned the Nobel Prize Committee’s decision to give the award to a man
        leading an anti-constitutional activity. In addition, the newspaper Trud was asked to publish a
        feuilleton that ridiculed awarding the prize to Sakharov as a sop by the West in gratitude for him slandering
        the Soviet system. The KGB planned to promote an image of Sakharov in the West as a champion of war and a
        creator of weapons of mass destruction – in short, as someone who was not worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize.
      


      
        In response to Sakharov’s open letter in Foreign Affairs, an article titled ‘When They Lose Honour and
        Conscience’ was published. It was signed by four academicians (Dorodnitsyn et al., 1983) and intended, Sakharov
        later claimed (1996, p. 882), ‘to provoke people’s anger against me as an enemy of the peace and their own
        country, as a traitor who despised and hated the people.’ Thereafter, Sakharov received thousands of letters
        condemning his ‘misanthropic position.’ His neighbours in Gorky began to treat Sakharov and his wife with
        hostility. Some publications condemned Sakharov’s Jewish wife, Elena Bonner, alluding that he ‘became ‘a
        hostage’ of the Zionists, who through the mediation of the absurd and unbalanced Bonner dictate their demands
        to him’ (Sakharov, 1996, p. 885). These publications provoked anti-Semitic threats
        against Bonner that on several occasions nearly turned into physical violence. This type of character attack
        follows the prescribed pattern of the ideological doctrine of Zionology promulgated in the Soviet Union during
        the Cold War. Soviet anti-Zionist propaganda played on anti-Semitic/anti-Israeli motives and alleged that
        Zionism was a form of racism. It often argued that Zionists were similar to Nazis (Behbehani, 1986). The CA
        campaign against Sakharov continued as late as 1989, when he was mocked during the televised First Congress of
        People’s Deputies.
      


      
        Sakharov’s case features one of the CA methods that has been most popular throughout history, namely character
        attacks that use labels such as ‘mental illness’ or ‘psychological problems’ against targets (Icks and Shiraev,
        2014). Under Yuri Andropov, who became Chairman of the KGB in 1967, these attacks were often accompanied by the
        incarceration of dissidents in psychiatric institutions for political reasons (van Voren, 2018). During
        Sakharov’s exile in Gorky in 1980, the ground was prepared for him to be declared insane and placed in a
        psychiatric hospital, based on Andropov’s secret note to the Central Committee questioning Sakharov’s mental
        state (Ivanov, 2011). He wrote, ‘The State Security Committee has received data on the deterioration of
        Sakharov’s mental state, which may affect future hostile activity… . According to the top Soviet psychiatrists,
        his inherent profound psychological changes provide reason to consider him a ‘pathological personality’… .
        overwhelmed by megalomania, increasing proportionally to the efforts of Western intelligence agencies to
        promote him as a ‘global fighter for citizen rights.’
      


      
        This theme of Sakharov’s mental illness was developed in subsequent press publications. In 1983, the widely
        circulated magazine Smena ran an article (Yakovlev, 1983) describing Sakharov as ‘a mentally unbalanced
        person, whom Western intelligence agencies direct for their own purposes’ (Sakharov, 1996, p. 884). The
        ‘diagnosis’ of Sakharov’s mental illness was pitched to the West by the president of the Academy of Sciences,
        Anatoly Alexandrov, who told Newsweek magazine in a 20 June 1983 interview that Sakharov had
        ‘experienced a serious mental shift’ (Bonner, 1990; Sakharov, 1991). That same summer, General Secretary
        Andropov made a similar announcement to a group of US senators (Rubenstein and Gribanov, 2005).
      


      
        This case demonstrates some typical characteristics of CA campaigns during the zastoi years, including a
        top-down initiative by leading politicians and the use of various state-run media channels. Newspaper campaigns
        featured anonymous publications and fake grassroots initiatives, such as individual and collective letters
        shaming the victim. As CA typology (Shiraev, 2014) might lead us to expect, anonymous lies, name-calling, and
        misquoting were among the most popular CA methods. The targets of such campaigns had little opportunity to
        defend themselves against public harassment, receiving only occasional support from a handful of supporters.
        The public reaction to Sakharov’s CA campaign defies an easy explanation. While the general public largely
        believed the defamatory information, most of the intelligentsia knew the actual purpose of the CA campaign
        against Sakharov, but failed to publicly side with the Nobel Prize-winner. In the West, by contrast, the KGB’s
        attempts to paint Sakharov as a warlord were unsuccessful.
      

    

    
      Today’s Russia: Black PR and State CA Against the Opposition


      
        The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 coincided with the rise of multiple independent media and the
        development of electoral campaigning. This has led to an emerging cast of media and campaign managers that seek
        to influence public opinion during election season. Strovsky (2012) outlines the main themes in the Russian
        media in the early post-Soviet period: the exposure of compromising materials during regional political wars
        between city mayors and governors, bribery in the media, etc. In the 1990s, negative advertising and black
        PR became widespread practices. Black PR refers to using compromising materials against political and
        business competitors. It often includes publishing chernukha or deliberately
        sensationalised and often fabricated information about people based on horrific or revolting intimate details.
        Such kompromat was often used as blackmail. Many of these 1990s practices have become integral elements
        of contemporary Russian political life (Daucé, 2018; Ledeneva, 2006; Mesquita, 2018; Yablokov and Dreval,
        2018).
      


      
        In Russia, black PR campaigns often employ discriminatory labelling, which is based on assigning an opponent to
        an unattractive political, social or ethnic category. The rival then becomes categorised in terms of traits and
        characteristics that are usually attributed to this unpopular or disliked social group. Many black PR campaigns
        accuse candidates of having a non-traditional sexual orientation. For example, in 2000, federal television news
        showed a sham group of activists with bogus signs targeting presidential candidate Gregory Yavlinsky that read
        ‘Gays support Yavlinsky’ (Bezzubtsev-Kondakov, 2011). Likewise, candidates are frequently accused of criminal
        activities, gang connections, past convictions or juvenile delinquency. During these attacks, the target is
        addressed by a criminal nickname. Smear campaigns often feature counterfeited police dossiers, doctored expert
        analysis or baseless testimonies.
      


      
        A popular CA technique for discrediting a candidate is to question his/her physical wellbeing. Sensational
        statements about the physical and mental health of top officials instantly attract public attention (Icks and
        Shiraev, 2014). During the 1999 State Duma election, a scurrilous attack on Evgeniy Primakov, leader of the
        Fatherland party, called his health into question. Sergey Dorenko, an infamous ‘television killer,’ repeatedly
        brought up Primakov’s age and supposed infirmity. His evening program on Russian national television showed
        charts from Swiss and Russian clinics discussing the details of Primakov’s hip replacement surgery. As A.E.
        Bezzubtsev-Kondakov (2011), explains, ‘Blood, flesh, bones, medical instruments. This spectacle is not for
        those who are faint-hearted. The plan was to cause emotional shock and a feeling of deep disgust in the
        audience.’
      


      
        Electoral campaigns in Russia also appeal to xenophobic attitudes. For example, during the 1995 Sverdlovsk
        regional election, one campaign targeted Eduard Rossel, an ethnic German candidate. As part of this campaign,
        many children received a colouring book that instructed them to ‘colour and show to your parents.’ A picture in
        the book showed a legendary Russian hero sweeping a Teutonic knight out with a broom.
      


      
        During election campaigns, political opponents frequently spread rumours or use innuendo to raise concerns
        about the character and behaviour of a political candidate. Competitors may place kompromat in facsimile
        newspapers that are distributed to the candidate’s electorate, perhaps including falsified statements about the
        most absurd actions or statements of the candidate, such as ‘I will support importing and burying nuclear waste
        in this district!’ According to Malkin and Suchkov (2006, p. 117), ‘If imagination is limited, then the
        candidate will be accused of theft, connections with terrorists, and unconventional sexual orientation. And for
        extraordinary people … they can come up with something quite original, like accusing Yuri Luzhkov, leader of
        the Fatherland party, of being a Devil-worshipper’. These anonymous and unverifiable sources provide false
        quotes, often contributing to public confusion and doubt.
      


      
        The character assassination of political opponents in Russia is not, however, confined to election season.
        After being elected president in 2000, Vladimir Putin gradually transformed the media landscape into a
        state-controlled environment in which many media outlets function primarily as state propaganda channels (White
        and McAllister, 2006). The CA methods of the 1990s became incorporated into a new system but continued to serve
        as tools of coercion against political rivals. In fact, the entire state media system – including federal and
        regional television channels, radio, the print press and the Internet – can be used for either random character
        attacks or long-term smear campaigns. In Russia, state-run CA campaigns typically target members of the non-systemic opposition. Unlike the leaders of officially sanctioned parties –
        the Communist Party (CPRF), Yabloko and the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDRP) – non-systemic
        politicians, groups, and organisations not represented in the parliament operate outside the political
        establishment, and defamation campaigns against them are usually selective and well-planned.
      


      
        During these campaigns, Putin often acts as the main accuser and content provider for the mass media. He
        frequently uses his annual direct address to the public and interviews with Russian and international
        journalists to lambast his opponents on national television and in the press. Putin rarely refers to opposition
        leaders by name and uses ad hominem attacks on disliked or unwanted individuals, framing them as a threat to
        the state and the interests of ordinary Russian people. When personifying an opponent, Putin speaks of him or
        her dismissively and often with humour, indicating that people like famous anti-corruption activist Alexey
        Navalny should not be taken seriously or treated as legitimate political contenders. In one interview
        (Associated Press, 2013; Intervju Pervomu kanalu …, 2013), Putin referred to Navalny not as an
        opposition leader, but as ‘an individual who, in the opinion of law enforcement agencies, violated the current
        law. Look, everywhere this mister goes, he creates problems of some sort, like allegedly filching alcohol;
        there were some issues involving lumber sales; and they found that he has an undeclared business. And this is
        an obvious fact!’ Using a tu quoque attack, Putin continued, ‘This gentleman has taken on the very
        fashionable theme of fighting corruption, and I say again: In order to fight corruption, you have to be crystal
        clear yourself. But there are problems here, and in this regard I unfortunately have a suspicion that this is
        just a way of getting votes and not a genuine desire to solve the problem.’
      


      
        A particular group of Putin’s rivals is painted with guilt by association by being linked to formerly
        powerful oligarchs Boris Berezovsky and Mikhail Khodorkovsky (Nemtsov, Ryzhkov, 2010). Putin often
        alludes to his rich adversaries as criminals who stole what belonged to average Russians. In this way, the
        Russian president appeals to his main electorate and support base, trying to evoke shared negative memories of
        the turbulent 1990s:
      


      
        
          These are people who in the 90s, occupying high positions, acted at the expense of society and the state,
          serving the interests of oligarchic structures and squandering the national treasure.
        


        
          (Vesti, 2007)
        

      


      
        Interestingly, Putin’s attacks often use the theme of sabotage, a very popular technique in the Stalin era.
        Putin blames those ‘who for years did not pay child benefits, pensions, salaries,’ and ‘led Russia to mass
        poverty and mass bribery.’ He says that the opposition attempts to deliberately harm Russia and clearly cannot
        be trusted: ‘I think that no one has any doubt: these gentlemen would be capable of doing only one thing if
        they returned to power – again robbing millions of people while stuffing their own pockets’ (Vesti, 2007).
      


      
        The opposition is often portrayed as especially dangerous when the country is facing turbulent times. Notably,
        Putin labels the opposition as ‘national traitors’ in the same way as the term ‘enemies of the people’ was used
        during Soviet times. On 18 March 2014, President Putin sent a clear message to the public and his opponents in
        his address to the Federal Assembly following the annexation of Crimea. He referred to internal problems as
        actions caused by fifth columnists:
      


      
        
          Some Western politicians already frighten us not only with sanctions, but also with the prospect of
          exacerbating internal problems. I would like to know what they mean: the actions of some fifth column – all
          sorts of ‘national traitors’ – or do they expect that they will worsen the
          socio-economic situation in Russia and thereby provoke people’s discontent? We consider such statements
          irresponsible and obviously aggressive and we will react accordingly.
        


        
          (Address of the President, 2014)
        

      


      
        Soon afterwards, senators proposed amendments to the law on ‘foreign agents’ (which is synonymous with ‘persons
        engaged in espionage’) to include non-profits, research organisations and universities, as they receive foreign
        funding and may engage in ‘political activities’ in Russia (Human Rights Watch, 2014).
      


      
        Putin’s verbal attacks on political opponents are effective for several reasons. Because Putin is well regarded
        among most of the population, his words are often taken for granted, without much criticism. In speeches, he
        often makes references to popular culture and appeals to archetypal mental scripts and constructions shared by
        a large part of the population. Putin frequently uses aphorisms, irony and fierce sarcasm when it comes to his
        political adversaries, comparing the opposition to Judas and ‘jackals nosing around foreign embassies.’ His
        robust vocabulary and delight in locker-room language have become his signatures; his puns, jokes and anecdotes
        are constantly featured in the media.
      


      
        
          Those who oppose us do not want to implement our plan, because they have completely different tasks and other
          kinds of Russia. They need a weak, sick state, they need a disorganised, disoriented, divided society in
          order to do their work to get gingerbread at our expense. Unfortunately, there are still those in the country
          who ‘mooch’ around foreign embassies, counting on the support of foreign funds and governments, and not the
          support of their own people.
        


        
          (Vesti, 2007)
        

      


      
        His caustic expressions have become popular maxims which are constantly repeated and shared by his supporters,
        as with his statement during the 2011 Moscow protests that the white ribbons protesters had adopted as a symbol
        resembled limp condoms (Barry and Schwirtz, 2011).
      


      
        Ironically, the non-systemic opposition is seen by the Russian state as a double-edged sword. The opposition is
        considered a destructive force that is hostile to transformations in Russia and dangerous to the future of the
        country. As a pragmatic leader, however, Putin understands the strategic value of the opposition, which can be
        conveniently used as a scapegoat and blamed for all possible misfortunes. Opposition activists are useful
        public hate figures that help unite the country around the president on the grounds of cultural and political
        securitisation. This was especially visible during the Ukrainian crisis in 2014, when the government promoted
        the ideologeme of “the besieged fortress” surrounded by virulent enemies to create the sense that the
        endangered Russian society needed to unite around the leader in turbulent times (Aron, 2013).
      

    

    
      Conclusions


      
        In 1907, Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin (1972, p. 296) condoned the deliberate strategy of inciting ‘hatred,
        disgust, and contempt’ of political opponents when he spoke at the Fifth Congress of the Russian Social
        Democratic Labour Party in London. Lenin called attacks on reputation an ‘extermination struggle’ (p. 300) to
        which ‘there is no limit and cannot be.’ These ideas defined the course for action for Soviet rulers for years
        to come and remain the blueprint followed by the current Russian government. During each epoch, the use of
        character assassination fulfilled a specific function. In the Stalin era, it was primarily used to legitimise
        the trial and justify the execution of high-ranking Soviet officials. Under
        Brezhnev, it was used to delegitimise dissidents. Finally, in the context of Putin’s ‘illiberal democracy,’ it
        has frequently been applied to marginalise political opponents.
      


      
        The featured case studies demonstrate that the degree of a leader’s personal involvement in CA campaigns
        against political rivals depends on various factors. Those include the nature of the regime (totalitarian,
        authoritarian or ‘illiberal democracy’), the openness of the political system, the rigour of the administrative
        apparatus and the leader’s personality. We argue that public-oriented political leaders tend to actively
        participate in CA campaigns, either overseeing their implementation (like Stalin) or using personal charisma
        and rhetorical means (like Putin). Politicians who are more reserved and system-oriented, like Brezhnev or
        Andropov, are inclined to rely on the state mechanism for CA implementation.
      


      
        In Stalin’s totalitarian state, where civil society was non-existent, the character assassination of
        Tukhachevsky was carried out by the repressive state machine in silence, with no public resistance. Under the
        authoritarians Brezhnev and Andropov, however, the anti-Sakharov campaign was confronted by the emerging civil
        society (Tsygankov, 1995). On a larger scale, character attacks on non-systemic opposition leaders in Putin’s
        Russia often result in a dispute between the state and a small part of the society, even in a context where
        there are very few independent media outlets that actively contribute to the Russian public sphere (Shevtsova,
        2004).
      


      
        This chapter reveals the longevity of CA patterns, approaches and methods, which demonstrate similarities
        throughout history. The Soviet traditions of character assassination are long-lived and continue to be
        practiced during the Putin presidency, as when CA targets are accused of betrayal, sabotage and attempts to
        restore the 1990s. Moreover, in 2005, in an echo of the Tukhachevsky and Sakharov cases, the newspaper
        Izvestia published an ‘Appeal of cultural figures, scientists, representatives of the public in
        connection with the sentencing of the former heads of Yukos Oil Company,’ rebuking all those who doubted ‘the
        justice of the verdict’ that resulted in Russian oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky’s imprisonment (‘Obrashenie
        deyateley kultury …’, 2005).
      


      
        The core concept of character assassination in Soviet Union and Russia is the notion of ‘an enemy of the
        people’ and its modern equivalent, ‘foreign agent.’ This is a symbolic concept used to label and condemn
        targets, who are portrayed as traitors, fifth columnists, renegades, saboteurs and conspirators against the
        Motherland. However, unlike in the Soviet era, anti-Semitic arguments are not part of today’s CA campaigns.
      


      
        Naturally, the perception of the relationship with strangers affects views of safety and security in society
        (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde, 1998). This term is frequently used in state-run campaigns based on projecting
        some unwanted features of the in-group onto outsiders constructing the enemy image via othering (Keen,
        2004). Through the prism of this ideologeme, any links to a foreign power are perceived as subversive, in the
        interest of adversaries, and detrimental to national interests. This theme fits perfectly into the binary
        mentality of most people in times of crisis or when pressured by cultural securitisation.
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      Introduction


      
        “This is a giant that needs to be awakened to save Egypt… . look at what other diaspora communities are doing,”
        said one enthusiastic participant in September 2010’s London conference for the Egyptian National Assembly for
        Change (NAC) (Ashour, 2010). The conference was one of a series of public events designed to build connections,
        foster ties and coordinate new democratic efforts in Egypt between the Egyptian former head of the UN’s nuclear
        watchdog, Mohamed ElBaradei, and passionate political Egyptian expatriates.
      


      
        The NAC quickly found strong support among politically engaged Egyptians, who saw it as a step toward injecting
        new political dynamism into the long-dormant Egyptian scene. At that time, it had a presence in more than ten
        countries, including those that host some of the most significant Egyptian expatriate communities, such as
        Saudi Arabia (1 million) (Ashour, 2010).
      


      
        Austrian Airlines flight 863 from Vienna arrived in Cairo in February 2010. On board was ElBaradei, the 2005
        Nobel Peace Prize winner and a potential candidate for the Egyptian presidency. His arrival seemed to mark a
        new chapter for many Egyptians, spurring them to advocate for their right to justice and freedom, and fomenting
        political competition that fundamentally altered the Egyptian political scene.
      


      
        By this point, ElBaradei had been in the Egyptian political arena – in a manner of speaking – for several
        months. Known in Egypt before 2010 for his online advocacy of political and social reform (via Twitter and
        Facebook), he entered the political fray of the 2011 Egyptian presidential elections by calling for
        constitutional change. This appalled many Egyptian media outlets, which saw ElBaradei – who dared to speak out
        against then-President Hosni Mubarak and his deeply rooted regime – as a threat.
      


      
        Nor was ElBaradei the only presidential candidate to meet with the media’s disapprobation. This led the media
        to engage in a variety of smear tactics against activists in the Egyptian public sphere: political
        discrediting, rumour-spreading, and anonymous online defamation, among others. Media outlets deployed abusive
        phrases and condemnation of personal attributes to embarrass their targets in front of supporters, making
        activists think twice before writing, publishing, commenting or sharing opposition views.
      


      
        Thus, rather than accurately reporting on the country’s issues to help the public better understand the
        complexities of political circumstances, Egypt’s media reflected the on-going ideological conflict. At times, it fuelled unfair competition, fanning the flames of
        intolerance and inciting violence against “the other”: those who opposed the regime locally or even criticised
        it from afar.
      


      
        In this chapter, I take a closer look at the Egyptian version of character assassination, exploring the five
        traditional constructs that are part of character assassination and looking at how they interacted in attacks
        on ElBaradei. Over the course of the chapter, I seek to answer the following questions: Were these attacks
        systematic or opportunistic? How did character assassination efforts affect the Egyptian political scene as a
        whole? For whose benefit were these smear campaigns, and were they effective?
      

    

    
      The Context: A History of Stifling


      
        It was in December 2004 that the Kifaya (Enough) movement first gathered outside Cairo’s Court of Cassation to
        protest against president Hosni Mubarak’s expected re-election (Tagdid, renewal) and the sense that his
        son Gamal was being groomed to inherit his position (Tawrith, inheritance). Though this movement was
        crucial in giving voice to dissatisfaction with the status quo, it unfortunately failed to transcend the
        typical image of Egyptian liberals: an array of feckless political parties and divided organisations. It
        therefore provided Egypt’s opposition with little basis from which to initiate a significant challenge to the
        Mubarak regime that would have broad-based societal support.
      


      
        The principal opposition parties – the Wafd, El-Tagammu’, the Arab Nasserist, and even the newer Al-Ghad Party
        – continued their slow slide into irrelevance, securing fewer seats in parliament and a narrowing share of
        public awareness. Other parties were either denied legal recognition (Al-Wasat, Al-Karama), virtually
        non-existent or remained intellectual movements rather than an active political democratic front (Amrani,
        2010). Indeed, the government had succeeded in undermining the traditional opposition to such a degree that the
        nominally multi-party system was, in reality, single-party (Ottaway, 2010).
      


      
        It was this stagnation of the official opposition – and the public’s lack of confidence in it – that inspired
        the semi-organised wave of support for ElBaradei’s presidential bid.
      


      
        A wave of elections in 2010 and 2011 – to the Shura Council ( June 2010), to the People’s Council (November
        2010), and to the presidency (September 2011) – saw Egypt at a historical turning point. On the one hand, there
        was a consensus that the elections were irrelevant, as the results were predetermined. On the other hand, the
        grassroots-level reality seemed to suggest that the Mubarak regime was no longer adequate and that reform was
        coming.
      


      
        ElBaradei urged his followers to boycott the November 2010 parliamentary elections, contending that they were
        going to be a sham because despite repeated calls for democratic reforms, the government had not taken any
        steps to implement such measures. Most of the opposition parties likewise boycotted, even setting up a
        makeshift shadow parliament. When the elections turned out as many had predicted, with the ruling National
        Democratic Party (NDP) sweeping to victory amid allegations of fraud, vote-rigging and political repression,
        ElBaradei’s popularity grew. His support among Egypt’s youth was particularly phenomenal: they went so far as
        to call for a constitutional change that would allow him to run for president.
      


      
        Meanwhile, the Muslim Brotherhood – long perceived as the most influential and dynamic challenger to the regime
        – explicitly declared that it had no interest in contesting Mubarak’s rule. The Islamist movement, they added,
        not only had no intention of challenging either Tagdid or Tawrith, but also lacked the capacity
        to do so.
      


      
        As Amr Hamzawy (2010) put it at the time, “the opposition spectrum’s most striking feature is stagnation. The
        parties are weak, losing their constituency, and have aging leaderships. They are
        also sharply divided between secularists, Islamists, and the domesticated opposition that has worked with the
        regime.” It was therefore no surprise that what would turn out to be the final years of the Mubarak presidency
        witnessed phenomenal political debates searching for alternatives to formal political organisations, which
        often centred on the idea of a saviour.
      


      
        This discourse dominated many traditional and new media. Journalists and activists speculated about the
        prominent personality who might be able to head off a Gamal Mubarak presidency. Others proposed a variant of
        this personality-driven opposition in which a council of elders would steer the country through a transition
        period, during which a new constitution would be drafted; a presidential election would be held thereafter
        (Amrani, 2010).
      


      
        ElBaradei, whose steady commitment to speaking out against oppression, human rights violations and
        authoritarianism was seen as a testament to his influence on Egyptian politics, was a leading contender for the
        role of political saviour. In April 2012, ElBaradei launched the Constitution Party, a new political party
        which he said would be above ideology. In so doing, he clarified that there were at least two visions of
        political activism in Egypt: one reformist and the other revolutionary. By distancing himself from the
        revolutionary currents – radical nationalist and Islamist groups, as well as Kifaya – ElBaradei was able to
        unite moderates under the umbrella of the Constitution Party.
      


      
        The Muslim Brotherhood was cautious toward ElBaradei’s movement, seemingly desirous of the gains associated
        with supporting it but unwilling to commit. For his part, ElBaradei was equally unenthusiastic about the
        Brotherhood’s involvement. As a result, the Brotherhood continued to rally supporters behind its own agenda.
      


      
        Following the military takeover in July 2013, the military and security forces engaged in massive repression of
        significant opposition groups – mainly the Muslim Brotherhood, its Islamist allies and other Islamists forces,
        together with secular activist groups such as the April 6 Youth and Kifaya. Then-prosecutor general Hisham
        Barakat also opened an investigation into a report filed against eight political activists, accusing them of
        raiding State Security buildings in 2011 and stealing official documents. The charges against them were based
        on allegedly leaked telephone calls made by these activists in 2011 that were aired on Abdel-Rahim Ali’s TV
        show, The Black Box. With his broadcasts, Ali sought to frame the leading activists in the 25 January
        2011 revolution as liars interested only in personal gain. Above all, he attempted to prove that the revolution
        was a global conspiracy perpetrated by the Muslim Brotherhood in collaboration with Western-oriented Egyptians
        headed by ElBaradei.
      


      
        The activists targeted by Ali from the early days of the 2013 revolution were the same ones who were crowned as
        symbols of revolution in January 2011. They were also the same people who had been widely criticised for not
        being revolutionary enough: Mostafa Al Nagar, Mohammed ElBaradei, etc. (Zeinobia, 2013).
      


      
        Although those arrested were acquitted by the Dokki Misdemeanours Court in 2014, the security forces had, by
        2015, reclaimed much of the public sphere lost to civil society and the political opposition after the 2011
        uprising. All forms of public protest were outlawed (Adly, 2016). The government also expanded its formal and
        informal control over privately owned media, forcing outlets to present a pro-regime point of view and to
        engage in self-censorship. Similar restrictions were imposed on social media. The authorities arrested several
        activists for expressing opposition views on Twitter or Facebook. Some pro-regime parliamentarians even called
        for a law to regulate social media, putting it under official surveillance and imposing usage taxes (Adly,
        2016).
      


      
        As a result, narratives about “foreign agents” engaging in “subversive activities” to incite chaos in Egypt
        came to dominate the country’s media scene. Conspiracy theories that posited that activists had military
        training, ties to the US Central Intelligence Agency, and weapons in their offices
        were constantly repeated on both state television and privately owned channels known to be close to the regime.
        (Mansour, 2015). All this negative coverage amounted to a smear campaign against activists.
      


      
        Looking at this context, we can see three main steps that led to character assassination attempts on Egyptian
        activists in general and ElBaradei in particular. In the first instance, existing political entities – the
        established opposition – were unable to achieve genuine reforms. That led those who were disenchanted with the
        current situation to turn to ElBaradei, a committed reformer who looked like a potential saviour. Finally, the
        tug-of-war over Egypt’s future and democratic trajectory led the media (later at the behest of the security
        services) to engage in national-level smear campaigns against activists and political reformers, who were seen
        at various points as a threat to those in power.
      

    

    
      The Attacker’s Perspective: No One Dares to Compete


      
        According to Icks and Shiraev (2014), the most notable targets or victims of character assassination are
        political leaders, officials, celebrities, scientists, athletes and other public figures. “ ‘Character
        assassins’ target the private lives, behaviour, values and identity of their victims. Biographical details are
        altered or fabricated. Intimate features are made public. Achievements are questioned. Good intentions are
        doubted” (Shiraev, 2014, p. 4). These character assassination attempts played out in a complex way in the
        Egyptian case, raising the question of how many of these tactics were used against ElBaradei.
      


      
        To understand character attacks on ElBaradei, we need to go back to almost a decade before his plane touched
        down in Egypt in February 2010. It was 19 March 2003 when the United States and coalition forces, primarily
        from the UK, invaded Iraq and toppled the Saddam Hussein regime, which the Bush administration had accused of
        possessing weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Tens of thousands of Iraqi civilians were killed, but no WMDs
        were found. As a result, ElBaradei – then the Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
        – drew public fire for allowing the attack to happen on his watch.
      


      
        These criticisms did not seem to be a concern when, three years later, on 7 February 2006, ElBaradei was
        awarded the highest Egyptian state award – the Nile Medal – by then-President Mubarak. The award, which he
        received for becoming the fourth Egyptian to win a Nobel Prize, is Egypt’s highest state honour. Yet when
        ElBaradei left his position at the IAEA early in 2009 and decided to become an advocate for change and
        democracy at home, his opponents began to circulate lies and rumours about him, including reviving the
        contention that he had legitimated the war in Iraq. The IAEA had in fact failed to definitively state that
        there were no WMDs in Iraq, then suffering under sanctions. This made it hard to distinguish allegations from
        facts, providing ElBaradei’s political opponents with a powerful weapon for associating his character with
        immoral and inappropriate conduct by emphasising Iraq’s status as a fellow Arab country. To this day,
        ElBaradei’s rivals continue to use the war in Iraq to attack his character, despite his repeated statements
        that the IAEA never claimed that Hussein’s government possessed WMD and never gave the US the green light to
        attack Iraq (Ahram Online, 2013a).
      


      
        Essam El-Erian, vice chairman of the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party, accused then-British Prime
        Minister Tony Blair, then-US Secretary of State Colin Powell and then-Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi
        of playing instrumental roles in the US invasion of Iraq. He further cast aspersions at ElBaradei, asserting,
        “Defendants should also include the one [ElBaradei] who covered up for the scandal… . without saying one honest
        word that could have saved Iraq from invasion,” and called for ElBaradei and other IAEA officials to be put on
        trial.
      


      
        This prompted many social media commentators to accuse El-Erian, who had previously
        voiced support for ElBaradei, of hypocrisy. “If Mohamed ElBaradei runs in Egyptian presidential elections …
        then we [the Muslim Brotherhood] will vote for him,” El-Erian said in a 2011 interview on Egypt’s Al-Qahira
        Wal-Nas television channel. In other recorded quotes dating back to the 25 January 2011 revolution, El-Erian
        referred to members of the Mubarak regime who smeared and defamed ElBaradei as “a handful of saboteurs” (Ahram
        Online, 2013b).
      


      
        Though ElBaradei’s return to Egypt received little official attention, the regime did send important messages
        to ElBaradei’s young supporters with its response. The Egyptian interior ministry arrested some young people
        for calling on Egyptians to take to the streets to receive ElBaradei, while the security forces threatened to
        forcibly scatter any Egyptians who went to the airport to meet ElBaradei from the plane. Nevertheless, young
        Egyptian intellectuals, in particular, flocked to ElBaradei, seeing him as a sort of saviour.
      


      
        The regime had a message for ElBaradei, too. It launched extensive smear campaigns in an attempt to scupper any
        plans he might have had to run for president. These efforts focused, in particular, on reminding people that
        ElBaradei had spent much of his adult life outside of Egypt and emphasising that he lacked political experience
        in the Egyptian context. These slurs caused many ordinary people, and even some members of the intelligentsia,
        to question his sincerity and commitment.
      


      
        The summer of 2013 saw not only scorching temperatures, but also a conflagration of minds and spirits.
        ElBaradei, a prominent member of the Rescue Front, the political front that formed during the Morsi era to
        stand up to transgressions by the Muslim Brotherhood, was at the fore of preparing the 30 June uprising to oust
        him. Indeed, he was also the authorised speaker for the anti-Morsi contingent.
      


      
        The revolution concluded with the ousting of Muslim Brotherhood president Mohammed Morsi by the army on July 3.
        This opened a new chapter for ElBaradei, who was the military’s first choice to head a new government as an
        international figure, popular with young people and some Islamist groups. But the uncompromising Islamist
        faction, the Salafist Al-Nour Party, strongly opposed the choice. They claimed that installing ElBaradei as
        president might increase polarisation between secular protesters and those who supported Islamist movements.
      


      
        This opposition led the military to change course. On 14 July, ElBaradei was named vice president for foreign
        affairs to interim president Adly Mansour, who was placed in charge of the transition until presidential
        elections could be held. With the military, who had brought him to power, looking over his shoulder, ElBaradei
        was faced with the delicate task of reassuring the military leadership while preserving his commitment to
        genuine democracy (Adler, 2013). For much of 2013, ElBaradei and a team from the EU were negotiating with the
        Muslim Brotherhood to get them to disband their substantial protest camps at AlNahda and Rabaa in East Cairo
        (Kingsley, 2015). Later, he voluntarily resigned from the post and left the country in protest over the
        security forces’ brutal dispersal of the Muslim Brotherhood’s sit-ins.
      


      
        Many lawsuits have been filed against ElBaradei, accusing him of high treason. The former vice president stands
        charged with “breach of trust” over dispersing sit-ins and disregarding terrorist crimes committed by the
        Muslim Brotherhood. The Egyptian media also vilified him as stabbing Egypt in the back. “New fascists attack
        and accuse those who even partially disagree with them of treason. ElBaradei is a symbol of 25 January [2011]
        and 30 June [2013]… . A particular form of fascism is gone, and another has replaced it,” said Ahmed Maher,
        co-founder of the April 6 Youth Movement. The April 6 movement played a crucial role in preparing for the 25
        January 2011 uprising against Mubarak, when it was a target of intense scrutiny and attacks by media. The same
        Egyptian media later described it as a “Muslim Brotherhood sleeping cell” due to its condemnation for the
        violent dispersal of pro-Morsi camps (Ahram Online, 2013c).
      


      
        To sum up, Egyptian media and government attacks on opposition figures were
        consistent with traditional character assassination efforts. The glaring contrast between the regime’s
        discourse and practice of democracy in Egypt and ElBaradei’s approach fomented tension between the system and
        reformers. This rendered meaningful dialogue impossible and favoured attacks and conspiracies that crushed any
        resistance to the regime.
      

    

    
      The Media Perspective: Who Cares about the Law?


      
        Media narratives depend on familiar symbols, slogans, and cognitive associations to reach the broadest possible
        audience. These dramatic scripts and emotionally charged rhetoric are easily recognised by ordinary people,
        allowing them to make the necessary mental associations to arrive at quick judgments (Entman, 2004). In the
        Egyptian case, the main goal of those who perpetrated attacks was to call into question opponents’ sincerity
        and loyalty to the country, as well as their capabilities as active political agents.
      


      
        Accordingly, when ElBaradei arrived on the political scene, pro-regime media immediately set off an offensive
        of insinuations. In the face of a chorus of voices disgruntled with the Mubarak regime, they accused him of
        being a tool of both Washington and Tehran, out of touch, and even secretly Swedish! These attacks clearly
        targeted ElBaradei’s character, integrity and credibility.
      


      
        It is worth noting, however, that some national-level commentators declined to stoop to these levels. Though
        they seemed to dislike ElBaradei, they expressed their respect for his achievements and stature. Smear
        campaigns, they indicated, should be reserved for lesser politicians.
      


      
        For as long as ElBaradei has been on the Egyptian political scene, there have been rumours about his lifestyle
        and family. In 2010, more than 30 photos of the politician and his family appeared in some Egyptian newspapers
        under the heading “Secrets of the ElBaradei family.” Some showed his daughter, Laila, in a swimsuit at the
        beach and sitting near what appeared to be bottles of alcohol at events. Drinking is forbidden in Islam, and
        conservative Muslims would consider a woman who appeared publicly in a bathing suit to be immodest.
      


      
        A Facebook page created by an anonymous user who claimed to be a personal friend of Laila ElBaradei drew 941
        fans. The page showed an image of what appeared to be Laila’s real Facebook profile that listed her religious
        status as agnostic. The same page accused ElBaradei of being an atheist and of seeking to deceive Egyptians by
        touring mosques and being photographed praying (Nasrawi, 2010). This attack on religious identity is one of the
        most potent in the Egyptian context, as it implies that the target is out of step with the lifestyle and values
        of Egypt’s conservative, Muslim-majority society.
      


      
        ElBaradei decried the Facebook page as a regime-perpetrated attempt at “character assassination,” explaining
        that “such a campaign is the usual and only response of the regime towards whoever demands democracy, which is
        the only way for freedom and economic reform and social justice.” This view was echoed by others in his camp,
        including Naser Abdel Hamed, a member of ElBaradei’s National Association for Change (NAC), who told the
        private Egyptian newspaper Al-Masry Al-Youm that “when political competition goes in that direction, inevitably
        it’s because the other party is losing.” A spokesman for the ruling National Democratic Party, however, denied
        that the party had any connection to the Facebook campaign.
      


      
        For its part, the Muslim Brotherhood indicated that it was not interested in ElBaradei’s personal life. “We
        don’t support any personality in particular. We agree on demands for reform and are part of a coalition that
        has people from different streams, including liberals,” said El Erian, a member of the Brotherhood’s politburo.
        However, the organisation’s official English-language website bore the statement
        “Conservative Egyptian society will not tolerate having ElBaradei in power with such malicious behavior since
        this may dismiss and tarnish ElBaradei’s image in front of the Muslim population.”
      


      
        Even fellow opposition figures criticised ElBaradei, condemning him for not having spent enough time with
        demonstrators in Tahrir Square, despite reports that Mubarak’s police had warned him to stay home. Likewise,
        although ElBaradei was clearly present at protests in January 2011, even being targeted by water cannons at one
        point, demonstrators continued to chant “1, 2, ElBaradei, where are you?” (Adler, 2013) This ridicule served to
        paint ElBaradei as a weak, stupid lightweight.
      


      
        ElBaradei was also targeted by political cartoons. Caricature has long been a tool of critical public discourse
        in Egypt, the arena where political criticism is loudest or most daring under its authoritarian regime. A
        particularly popular and widespread comic depicted ElBaradei as the famous Egyptian cartoon character Am
        Shak-shak (Uncle Shak-shak), a clumsy old man who does nothing but talk gibberish.
      


      
        In addition, ElBaradei was portrayed in a (subsequently banned) cartoon Ahmad Nady drew for al-Siyasi
        (The Politician) magazine. After the bloody clashes in the Suez zone in late January 2013, in which more than
        thirty Egyptian civilians were killed, then-President Morsi declared a state of emergency. Four days later, a
        group of leading politicians gathered by Al-Azhar – including former presidential candidates Amr Moussa and
        Hamdeen Sabahi, as well as ElBaradei – signed a ten-point memorandum renouncing the violence. However, the
        memorandum did not condemn police or military abuses, nor demand that those responsible for the violence be
        held accountable. In Nady’s cartoon, the aforementioned leaders (ElBaradei among them) are shown naked. Behind
        them stand President Morsi, who is clothed, and a Central Security goon. Morsi looks down at these elites and
        says, “Feel free! We removed the political cover from the people, so do as you like” (Guyer, 2013).
      


      
        Much of this defamation relies on baseless accusations. But some say that criticism of ElBaradei’s political
        commitment is – to some degree, at least – legitimate (Kotb, 2014). After the 2013 dispersal of the Muslim
        Brotherhood’s followers, Deputy Prime Minister Hossam Eissa stated in an interview on the Dream Channel that
        ElBaradei had, in a cabinet meeting, agreed to the dispersal of the sit-ins, and furthermore had – in full
        knowledge of the projected number of casualties – personally called the prime minister to express his support
        for the operation:
      


      
        
          At a time when the state moved to protect its institutions, ElBaradei resigns over the use of force, as
          though the burning of seven churches, 23 police stations, several security directorates and the Ministry of
          Finance were not criminal acts.
        


        
          (Quoted in Mohsen, 2013)
        

      


      
        Likewise, state media’s wiretapped leaks aimed to both pre-empt anti-military demonstrations and convince the
        public that the military was the best defender against domestic enemies and traitors. Other media and op-eds
        either turned a blind eye to the leaks or applauded them for revealing the wicked (Abdel Salam, 2014).
      


      
        Their close ties with the old power institutions forced both traditional and new media to reproduce the
        identities and characters of those who “have privileged access.” The Egyptian media stood in a position of
        multi-structured subordination to those dominant players, who advocated for the interests of the powerful
        against any sign of opposition, reform or change. It was demonstrated that in many cases, “the dependent media
        ecosystem makes it almost impossible for most social and political actors to claim the right to be presumed
        innocent until proven guilty” (Samoilenko, 2020: 276). Thus, state-owned media
        missed out on the opportunity to work for a public agenda rather than a governmental one. Similarly, private TV
        channels primarily served the interests of the businessmen who owned them. Most of them had been closely allied
        with the Mubarak regime and continued to stand behind the current regime, using the same propaganda techniques
        (Abdulla, 2014).
      


      
        That being said, we can somewhat differentiate between traditional and new media. Although both suffer under
        severe censorship, social media seems to provide more of a space for opposing voices. As a result, however, it
        is now under many restrictions: more than 70 websites have been blocked as purported “threats” to Egyptian
        national security, and many social media influencers have been arrested.
      

    

    
      The Target Perspective: Too Much Dirty Politics


      
        ElBaradei arrived in Egypt during a week when Egyptians were killed not in a civil or regional war, but during
        a desperate conflict to buy gas canisters to cook food for their children. It was a very demeaning incident for
        Egyptians, and it came at a time when the Egyptian regime was exhausted by ever-increasing protests. The
        long-deliberated heredity scheme had been undermined by a lack of widespread support or clear backing from
        essential state institutions (ElShobaki, 2010), while election boycotts, petitions, demonstrations and civil
        disobedience sought to change the authoritarian regime.
      


      
        After Mubarak was ousted in early 2012, ElBaradei dropped out of the presidential race, saying he would be
        better off spending his time preparing the youth of Egypt to become a political force. In January 2012, he
        said, “My conscience does not permit me to run for the presidency or any other official position unless it is
        within a democratic framework.” This decision to step back has led to criticism, with some charging that he
        made a political calculation that he could not win and therefore decided not to participate (Adler, 2013).
      


      
        Soon afterward, ElBaradei left Cairo to return to Vienna, limiting his political presence to the occasional jab
        on social media. He complained of a fascist campaign by “sovereign sources” opposed to the value of human life
        and emphasised the inevitability of peace and national consensus. In 2016, he posted on Facebook a
        thirteen-point statement in which he defended himself against what he described as a years-long “smear
        campaign” against him (Ahram Online, 2016):
      


      
        “According to the facts, there was a detained president and millions in the squares protesting – my priority
        then was to avoid civil unrest and keep things peaceful through the transitional political roadmap.”
      


      
        After three years of withdrawal from giving interviews on TV or appearing on the Egyptian political scene,
        ElBaradei was ready to give the first of five media interviews, scheduled to be aired on a weekly basis, to the
        privately owned Al-Arabi channel, based in London. In this interview, he spoke about media bias during the rule
        of late Egyptian president Gamal Abdel-Nasser, noting that “citizens were afraid to talk on the telephone and
        were exposed to intimidation and repression.”
      


      
        Concurrently, the private Egyptian TV channel Sada Al-Balad (The Country’s Echo) broadcast several wiretapped
        phone calls ElBaradei had made while he was in Egypt shortly after the 25 January Revolution (Morsey, 2017).
        ElBaradei responded to this attempt to assassinate his character on Twitter, writing,
      


      
        
          “Away from the person, we have not seen at any time any protest from people
          concerned with the law against violating the sanctity of private life in contravention of all values and the
          constitution. Until what point will we give up on our rights? My private conversations with family members
          were wiretapped, doctored and aired on TV in the act of political retaliation. Legality aside, is there any
          trace of decency left?”
        


        
          (Mohamed ElBaradei, Tweet, 08/01/2019)
        

      


      
        In another tweet, he noted, “Motion in parliament and lawsuits to strip me of nationality in reaction to a TV
        interview explaining what went wrong. Rising fascism” (Mohamed ElBaradei, Tweet, 09/01/2019). In his last
        interview on Al-Arabi, ElBaradei criticised military rule in Egypt and asked whether military leaders were
        capable of governing in a civilian manner (Hanly, 2017). “A graduate of the armed forces can be a great
        commander, but he won’t know how to run the Education Ministry. The logical consequence is that authoritarian
        rule creates extremist groups,” he charged.
      


      
        Thus, we can say that ElBaradei, the target of character assassination, sought to alarm and awaken Egyptians
        with regard to the terrible consequences of violence, military rule and political oppression. However, unlike
        in traditional character assassination cases, he did not focus on increasing his chances of winning an official
        position by creating expectations that everyone would gain were he to come to power.
      

    

    
      The Audience Perspective: It’s Hard to Figure Out


      
        “Despite psychological resistance embedded in human cognition, some people, under some conditions and to a
        certain degree, may respond to CA attempts against other individuals they previously liked, had no opinion of,
        or did not know at all” (Shiraev, 2014, p. 30). To adjust to a rapidly changing social environment, we often
        pay more attention to the most recent news and arguments. The most sensational, disturbing, and ferocious
        attacks may automatically activate our perceptions system and challenge our prior opinions and behavioural
        habits. This is why vicious character attacks can be effective (Shiraev, 2014).
      


      
        One of the most important questions raised by this chapter is what effect character assassination techniques
        had on viewers’/readers’ perceptions of ElBaradei, both as a man and as a politician. Here, it is important to
        distinguish between people who were predisposed to support him and those who were undecided.
      


      
        In the period around the 25 January revolution, there were highly divergent attitudes toward ElBaradei, a
        crucial political player. He promised hope to Egypt’s secularists, who had been sidelined by the incumbent
        elite. Despite threats of violence, more than 1,000 supporters converged on Cairo International Airport to
        greet him. “He is the last and only hope Egypt has,” said one onlooker. “This used to be a great nation.
        ElBaradei will make it great again” (Shenker, 2010). Others, however, sounded a note of scepticism about his
        capacity to effect meaningful change in the country, going so far as to attack him physically and smash his car
        windows, an assault that continued throughout his time in Egypt.
      


      
        After ElBaradei returned to Vienna in the wake of the 30 June 2013 uprising, several opponents branded him a
        traitor, calling for him to be stripped of his Egyptian citizenship and the Order of the Nile bestowed on him
        by Mubarak.
      


      
        After he implicitly criticised the rule of militant president Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi, ElBaradei found himself
        caught in a new firestorm. Some attacked him, cursed him and called for him to be given the “Order of the Rabid
        Dog.” Others defended his stance, drawing attention to a growing scandal over
        President Sisi’s decision to hand over control of two Egyptian islands in the Red Sea (Tiran and Sanfeer) to
        Saudi Arabia with complete disregard for the people’s will. This polarity of views immediately sparked an
        intense conversation on Twitter,
      


      
        
          “We demand the stripping of the Order of the Nile from ElBaradei, the stripping of his citizenship and the
          death penalty.!
        


        
          “I can’t understand attacking ElBaradei. He’s not the one who sold the two Red Sea islands while we were
          watching the match.”
        

      


      
        In an attempt to silence dissent by erasing ElBaradei from public memory, the Egyptian education ministry
        removed a biography of ElBaradei from a fifth-grade reading comprehension textbook, saying the step was taken
        “at the request of parents and teachers.” Whereas the exercise previously included pictures of four Egyptian
        Nobel laureates – former president Anwar El-Sadat, scientist Ahmed Zuwail, novelist Nageeb Mahfouz and
        ElBaradei – instructing students to connect the figures with the dates they received their Nobel prizes, only
        Sadat, Mahfouz and Zuwail appear in the current edition (Afifi, 2016).
      


      
        Many social media users and some public figures condemned the removal of any mention of ElBaradei as a
        politically motivated attempt at brainwashing. Lilianne Dawoud, a TV anchor for the Egyptian channel ONTV,
        tweeted, “Removing a scientist’s name from a copybook and papers does not detract from a scientist’s status,
        but it does bring you shame and history [will] remember your ignorance.” The famous Egyptian novelist Alaa
        El-Aswany concurred, writing, “We disagreed with ElBaradei a lot, but we can never disagree about his honesty,
        his integrity and his love for his country; he is a respectable figure in the world. Removing his name from the
        curriculum is just cheap, miserable hypocrisy.”
      


      
        In 2016, ElBaradei was giving a lecture in London when he was interrupted by cries of “you are a killer” and
        “you are a traitor” (Aftandilian, 2011). The heckling continued throughout the lecture, reportedly perpetrated
        by a group of Muslim Brotherhood members who held ElBaradei responsible for the massacre that broke up their
        sit-ins in 2013.
      


      
        All in all, though different Egyptians have different feelings toward ElBaradei, there can be little doubt as
        to the effectiveness of the character assassination strategies. These included the exploitation of ordinary
        people’s fear of change: perpetrators presented ElBaradei as a devil who would lead his followers straight to
        hell. In many ways, the Egyptian media played on immediate emotional responses, linking the target to a whole
        range of negative associations, which were often accepted without question. Their success in particular cases
        is clear to see.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter contributes to character assassination scholarship by exploring the various stages of character
        attacks on political activists in Egypt, which recently appeared to turn disturbingly grim. The Egyptian
        government’s main strategies can be boiled down to two approaches. The first is the process of ‘Othering,’ an
        “us versus them” struggle that polarised Egyptian society. “Us” was represented by the government and terrified
        ordinary citizens, while “them” referred to ElBaradei and other activists. The second approach embraced by the
        state was to relegate the opposition to “nobody” status, asking, “Who are you anyway?”
      


      
        Nullifying the opposition was a deliberate process, the result of a legacy of authoritarianism that left no
        space for any critical voices on the Egyptian political scene. The “nobodies” had to be crushed relentlessly
        lest they prove capable of disrupting all “our” efforts and destroying what Egyptians were striving to achieve.
        The Egyptian audience was mesmerised by the patriarchal style of their military
        president, who was perceived as the only defender and saviour of the country, leaving no place for civic actors
        with competing agendas. These activists were labelled as traitors, a label which was accepted and taken at face
        value by the Egyptian public. This tendency to support authoritarian rule can be explained by Icks and
        Shiraev’s anxiety processing model, according to which people develop a standard reaction and disposition
        system that helps them maintain a low level of anxiety.
      


      
        This contribution focused primarily on the role of the media in perpetrating and spreading character
        assassination attacks, while leaving aside other arenas where this phenomenon is present. In view of the
        conclusions drawn herein and the spread of character assassination worldwide, more in-depth studies looking at
        different Egyptian socio-historical contexts, the history of media practices and regulations, laws on the right
        to communicate, and contextual political uses of character assassination by different actors would be valuable.
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    Character Assassination and the Contemporary Anti-corruption
    Campaign in the Chinese Military


    
      Zi Yang
    


    
      General Xu Caihou once wielded enormous power in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA), one of the world’s
      leading militaries. From 2004 to 2012, he served as the vice-chairman of the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP)
      Central Military Commission (CMC), the top national defence decision-making body in China. Whereas his superior,
      China’s paramount leader Hu Jintao, took a hands-off approach to the military, Xu, along with fellow CMC
      vice-chairman Guo Boxiong played an active role in running the PLA and filled the rank-and-file with close
      allies.
    


    
      Yet nothing lasts forever. Xu’s life took a nosedive after he retired from the military at the 18th CCP National
      Congress in November 2012. Three months later, Xu was diagnosed with bladder cancer just as the nationwide
      anti-corruption campaign directed by China’s new leader, Xi Jinping, began to gain momentum. Xu’s luck finally
      ran out a year later, on 15 March 2014. While he was receiving cancer treatment at the military’s top hospital,
      anti-corruption agents detained Xu on his sickbed. That same day, investigators took Xu’s wife, daughter, and
      secretary into custody.
    


    
      What followed was a full year of public insults and humiliation – amplified by the media. By the time of his
      death on 15 March 2015, exactly one year after his date of arrest, Xu’s public image was completely ruined. In
      the eyes of the Chinese public, Xu was nothing but a corrupt, immoral individual who had stolen billions from the
      public coffers and debased the military. To many, Xu’s name is synonymous with pervasive corruption in the PLA.
      The situation deteriorated to the point that even Xu’s wife refused to bid him farewell days before his demise
      (Tengxun News, 2016b). The end of the road for Xu can best be summarised in one chengyu (a Chinese
      idiomatic expression consisting of four characters) – shenbai minglie, or ‘a broken body with a ruined
      reputation.’
    


    
      Xu’s death marked a watershed in Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign targeting state, Party, and military
      institutions, which had led to the arrest of 69 high-level military chiefs as of the end of 2017. Although the
      tempo of the campaign – the largest in the history of the People’s Republic – has decelerated since the 19th CCP
      National Congress in October 2017, the anti-corruption drive shows no signs of concluding any time soon.
    


    
      Character assassination (CA) has been an important tool aiding the Xi administration’s
      anti-corruption efforts, both within and outside the Chinese military. The reputations of key corruption suspects
      have been totally devastated and the state’s actions justified in the eyes of the public. The Chinese Academy of
      Sciences’ 2017 Anti-Corruption Bluebook shows that 89.2 percent of China’s urban and rural residents have
      confidence in ‘the anti-corruption struggle,’ a 29.2 percent rise compared to five years ago (CCTV, 2018). A BBC
      report finds deep-seated public anger toward official corruption and widespread support for Xi’s high-handed
      tactics against corrupt office-holders ( Jacobs, 2015).
    


    
      Using CA theories as a frame of reference, I analyse CA case studies of three PLA generals who fell during the
      purge. I seek to answer the following questions: How did the current Chinese administration attack and
      assassinate the character of PLA corruption suspects? And why did the current administration decide to employ CA
      when it had full arbitrary powers to arrest and imprison individuals suspected of corruption?
    


    
      I argue that the Xi administration has mobilised state-owned, commercial and social media platforms to ruin the
      reputation of CA targets. Successful CA depicts the state’s actions as just and strengthens the persona of
      Chinese leader Xi Jinping as an anti-corruption crusader. This effect is especially noticeable with regard to his
      acts to ‘clean up’ the military, which is expected to be a warfighting organisation with honour and integrity.
      Moreover, CA benefits the state by helping propaganda channels shape narratives surrounding the political
      upheaval since Xi’s rise to power into a righteous anti-corruption drive rather than a purge aimed at ensuring
      Xi’s political supremacy.
    


    
      In the sections that follow, I will provide a brief overview of the Chinese anti-corruption campaign, an
      introduction to the character attacker, a survey of China’s media landscape (which is the medium for CA), an
      analysis of three case studies featuring disgraced generals who were targets of CA, and finally a conclusion
      summarising the lessons to be gleaned from an examination of the anti-corruption campaign and CA in the Chinese
      military.
    


    
      Xi Jinping and His Anti-Corruption Campaign


      
        The anti-corruption drive in the PLA is part of a wider anti-corruption campaign put in motion since Xi Jinping
        came to power in November 2012. Between 2012 and 2016, Xi’s anti-corruption campaign nabbed more than 100,000
        officials and intimidated many more (Brown, 2018, p. 2). However, we cannot thoroughly understand the campaign
        without first examining the ‘man behind the curtain’ responsible for bringing down many strongmen and
        destroying their public images.
      


      
        Born in 1953, Xi Jinping is the son of Xi Zhongxun, a high-ranking government official and senior communist
        revolutionary. But his early life was tragic to say the least. When Xi Jinping was nine, his father was
        implicated in the ‘Liu Zhidan anti-Party novel conspiracy’ and imprisoned (Holm, 1992, p. 83). When the
        Cultural Revolution broke out, Xi, along with other ‘bad elements’ of society, was arrested and jailed by Red
        Guards, who abused him physically and psychologically. Many years later, Xi recalled that one of his
        interrogators threatened to ‘shoot [him] one hundred times’ (Chu and Di, 2015).
      


      
        Between 1968 and 1975, Xi, like millions of China’s ‘sent down youth,’ travelled to the countryside to labour
        with and study from the peasantry. Toward the end of the Cultural Revolution, Xi received an opportunity to
        study at Tsinghua University. The demise of Mao and the rise of reformer Deng Xiaoping came at the right time
        for Xi, who graduated from Tsinghua in 1979.
      


      
        As the son of a senior official, Xi soon landed a job at the CMC as a secretary for Defence Minister Geng Biao.
        What followed was a steady career in the Chinese bureaucracy. Similar to many of his
        ‘red princeling’ peers, Xi was sent down to be an administrator in a rural county for some ‘tempering’ before
        he was transferred to wealthy coastal regions to accumulate political points. After gaining experience in the
        regions, Xi returned to Beijing in 2008 as the president of Central Party School. Four years later, China’s
        then-paramount leader Hu Jintao handed over all his powers to Xi at the 18th CCP National Congress, making the
        latter supreme leader of the Party, state institutions and military (Page, 2012).
      


      
        However, a smooth transfer of power did not mean that Xi secured complete power to lead China. The
        Party-state’s key organisations were largely staffed with individuals loyal to factions of former leaders Jiang
        Zemin and Hu Jintao. This deep-rooted factionalism meant Xi faced many challenges in his efforts to exercise
        power. In this respect, his experience echoed that of his predecessor, Hu Jintao, who had been constrained in
        his ten-year tenure by the high number of Jiang Zemin loyalists occupying important offices.
      


      
        A divided house did not sit well with Xi, who is a firm believer in unified command. In the face of diverse
        groups each jealously guarding their respective masters’ interests, Xi seized on public ire regarding rampant
        corruption of the Hu Jintao era to launch a nationwide anti-corruption campaign. The goal of this campaign was
        not only to combat graft, but also to end the dominance of Jiang Zemin’s and, to a lesser extent, Hu Jintao’s
        influence in the Party-state and military (The Economist, 2012).
      


      
        In subsequent years, we have witnessed the downfall of many Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao partisans across all
        areas of Chinese politics. Xi, a lover of weiqi, has conducted the anti-corruption campaign with
        calculated moves and patience, picking off enemies one by one. By the time of the 19th CCP National Congress in
        October 2017, Xi’s allies had seized all critical offices in the Party-state and military, leaving opposing
        factions weak and scattered (Wang and Evans, 2017).
      


      
        Although representatives of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao continue to hold posts on the Politburo Standing
        Committee, the Party’s uppermost decision-making organ, Xi has purged all factional rivals from the CMC and
        staffed the PLA’s nerve centre with his confidants (Nouwens, 2017).
      


      
        With solid military backing, Xi’s control of the Party-state continues to grow. At the 19th CCP National
        Congress, Xi Jinping’s ideology, officially ‘Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a
        New Era,’ was written into the CCP Constitution, a significant step toward tightening Xi’s hold over the Party
        (Lim, 2018). During the March 2018 gathering of the National People’s Congress and the Chinese People’s
        Political Consultative Conference – China’s top legislative and political advisory body, respectively – Xi’s
        position was further elevated: the removal of presidential term limits from the State Constitution opened the
        way for him to rule China for life (BBC, 2018b). Once an unfamiliar political figure, Xi is now widely regarded
        as the most powerful Chinese leader since Mao Zedong (BBC, 2017).
      


      
        But all this would have been impossible had Xi never launched his anti-corruption drive, especially in the PLA
        – a highly influential institution in Chinese politics. During this assault on Xi’s opponents, the Chinese
        media provided indispensable support for his efforts: it set the anti-corruption campaign’s narrative, shaped
        the public perception of fallen officials, and moulded public opinion in support of the campaign. According to
        China’s official press agency, in 2017, public support for the anti-corruption campaign was a whopping 94
        percent, compared to 75 percent in 2012 (Xinhua, 2018). The importance of China’s media as the medium for CA
        that has been indispensable to Xi’s success cannot be overlooked.
      

    

    
      China’s Media – The Medium for Character Assassination


      
        China has the largest media market in the world, and is home to more than 3,300 local, regional and national
        television channels. Of these, the state-owned China Central Television is the industry leader and the most influential. There are over 2,600 radio stations in China, all
        of which are state-owned. Over 1,900 newspapers regularly publish in print or online (BBC, 2018a). In March
        2018 alone, Chinese newspaper sales exceeded 1.51 billion units (Statista, 2018). Over half (55 percent) of
        China’s 1.3 billion population uses the Internet. By 2017, China’s online population exceeded 772 million,
        40.74 million more than in 2016. 97.5 percent of these Internet users enjoy access via cell phones (China
        Daily, 2018). Mobile apps are extremely popular and serve as important information channels. In the fourth
        quarter of 2017, Chinese app users invested over 200 billion hours in apps – four-and-a-half times the next
        largest market – with communications apps such as WeChat topping the charts (App Annie, 2018).
      


      
        Yet despite these impressive figures, China is also the world leader in media censorship. Although the Chinese
        Constitution promises freedom of speech and press, in practice the Party-state maintains firm control over what
        can and cannot be said on all media platforms. State media follow strict guidelines set by the Party’s Central
        Propaganda Department. Commercial media, although enjoying limited leeway, must abide by ‘red lines’ that
        reinforce a culture of self-censorship (Landia, 2014, pp. 255–256). As such, it is not uncommon to see Chinese
        media, despite diverse allegiances, speak in a unified voice.
      


      
        Foreign media fare no better. Foreign media channels overtly critical of the Chinese government and CCP are
        outright blocked (BBC, 2018a). Although foreign reporters operate in China, they regularly come under state
        interference. According to a 2018 report by the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China, ‘Nearly 50 percent [of
        foreign journalists] said they experienced interference, harassment, and physical violence in China; 15 percent
        said they encountered difficulties during the visa renewal process for problems related to their reporting; 26
        percent said their news sources had been harassed, detained, or called in for questioning. In addition, an
        increasing number of journalists expressed concern about surveillance and invasion of privacy’ (Gao, 2018).
      


      
        The Internet, with its power to rapidly transmit information to a broad audience, is likewise placed under
        state control. China has the world’s largest cyber-police force, constantly on the lookout for politically
        sensitive words and deeds (Kshetri, 2016, p. 132). All apps, forums and chat rooms are monitored by human
        censors and automated systems (Cheng, 2017, pp. 71–72). China’s so-called Great Firewall blocks Chinese users
        from accessing politically sensitive websites based outside China (Open Democracy, 2013). Politically sensitive
        posts on social media are quickly removed and Chinese citizens have been given hefty sentences for attempting
        to circumvent censorship controls. In December 2017, a Chinese citizen was sentenced to five-and-a-half years
        in jail and fined 500,000 yuan (around $78,000) for running a virtual private network that allowed users
        unbridled access to blocked websites (Haas, 2017). A 2018 Bloomberg report ranked China the worst offender in
        terms of restricting online freedom (Bloomberg, 2017).
      


      
        In March 2018, the Party’s Central Propaganda Department completed the takeover of state-run media censorship
        institutions, further extending the Party’s direct control over the media (Yang, 2018).
      


      
        Yet censorship is not the Party-state’s only method of information control. All forms of Chinese media, whether
        state-owned or commercial, liberal or conservative, share complicated ties with the Chinese government. The
        Party-state, through its status as a majority shareholder or owner of a parent company, can easily influence
        the content a media organisation produces.
      


      
        Mainland China’s largest newspapers all share financial ties to the state. China’s leading newspaper, the
        People’s Daily, is the official paper of the CCP Central Committee, while the Liberation Army
        Daily, published by the CMC Political Work Department, is the official mouthpiece of the CMC. Popular
        provincial newspapers are likewise state-owned. The Henan province-based Dahe
        Daily – the 16th-largest paper in China, known for its reporting on popular provincial issues – is owned by
        the Henan Daily Newspaper Group, the official newspaper of the Henan provincial CCP committee, whose CEO is
        also the deputy Party propaganda chief of Henan province (Xinhua, 2016). Shanghai’s The Paper, known for
        its liberal stance, is a subsidiary of Shanghai Eastern Newspaper LLC, which is in turn owned by Shanghai
        United Media Group, established – and remains controlled – by the Shanghai municipal CCP committee (Shanghai
        United Media Group, 2018). In the same vein, Nanfang Zhoumo, once a leading liberal newspaper, is a
        subsidiary of state-owned Nanfang Newspaper and Media Corporation (Zhu and Wang, 2010, p. 244). Outside
        mainland China, influential Hong Kong-based papers such as Wen Wei Po and Ta Kung Po share close
        ties with the CCP (Loh, 2010, pp. 91–92). Liu Changle, the CEO of Hong Kong-based Phoenix Television, one of
        the most influential channels among the global Chinese diaspora, is a former PLA officer and a current member
        of China’s top political advisory body, the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (Zhang, Wang and
        Alon, 2011, p. 98). A corporation must work with the state to survive in China. Media conglomerates are no
        exception to this rule.
      


      
        All in all, the Party’s media control is omnipresent. Besides pulling strings from behind the scenes as a
        veiled stakeholder, the state actively censors information it deems detrimental to its interests. Although it
        is acceptable for journalists to investigate ‘light issues,’ such as local-level corruption and mismanagement,
        crossing the ‘red line’ is not permitted. One illustration of this is reporting on the PLA anti-corruption
        campaign: while it is acceptable to investigate the background of corrupt generals and feature an honest word
        or two from interviewees about the fallen, it is absolutely impermissible to speak up on behalf of suspects,
        raise doubts about the anti-corruption campaign or openly criticise the political system that gave rise to
        corruption. In the world of Chinese media, voices friendly to the state are amplified, while opposing voices
        are quickly silenced – making the media the perfect vehicle for character attacks and assassination.
      

    

    
      The First Domino – The Case of Gu Junshan


      
        A widespread purge often begins with a triggering event. Stalin’s Great Purge gathered momentum after the
        mysterious assassination of a close disciple. Mao’s Cultural Revolution started with the critique of a novel
        and its author. The PLA purge under Xi was set in motion not long after the sudden fall of Gu Junshan, once a
        lieutenant general of the PLA and deputy director of PLA’s General Logistics Department.
      


      
        The Hu Jintao years saw double-digit economic growth accompanied by widespread official malfeasance (Kirchner
        and Bone, 2013). Hu launched anti-corruption campaigns during this period, but they were limited in both scale
        and impact. As someone without a military background, Hu had to be on good terms with the PLA to survive the
        cutthroat world of Chinese politics. It therefore came as a surprise when Gu, a high-ranking officer, was
        purged in February 2012, nine months before Hu retired from politics. That being said, full details of this
        case were not disclosed to the public until January 2014, more than a year after Xi assumed power.
      


      
        Once a humble villager from Puyang, in Central China, Gu joined the military at the tender age of 17. Having
        fallen in love with a superior’s daughter, Gu overcame many obstacles in order to marry her. In so doing, he
        gained access to powerful networks in the PLA. Gu’s superior remembers him a modest and hardworking individual,
        willing to put in extra time and effort to complete any task given (Shidai Renwu, 2014, pp. 52–53).
      


      
        After working across several military regions, Gu was promoted to Beijing in 2001. From 2009 to 2012, Gu served
        as the deputy director of the PLA General Logistics Department, which controlled a significant portion of the
        military’s hard assets. During his tenure, Gu was the head of a 30-billion-yuan
        corruption ring, trading in military assets and auctioning off military posts while simultaneously bribing his
        patrons (Reuters, 2014).
      


      
        Gu reached the height of his career in 2011 when he was promoted to the rank of lieutenant general. But Gu was
        removed from office only a few months later in February 2012. Corruption investigation against Gu began in May
        2012. However, the Chinese media did not begin openly discussing the case until January 2014. In March 2014,
        Gu’s patron Xu Caihou became the target of anti-corruption investigation. On 31 March, military prosecutors
        officially brought charges against Gu (Ansfield, 2014). In August 2015, Gu was found guilty of corruption,
        bribery, abuse of authority and misappropriation of public funds. For this, he was sentenced to death with a
        two-year reprieve (Martina and Rajagopalan, 2015). Gu’s arrest was the first domino, and it led to the fall of
        two other high-ranking PLA generals. Character attacks on Gu were amplified by the media to whip up public ire
        against corrupt military officials.
      


      
        The most effective CA technique deployed in Gu’s case was public shaming. Gu’s ill-gotten gains and deviant sex
        life were well publicised and made a deep impression on the audience. The most memorable story was Gu’s
        luxurious compound in his hometown. Nicknamed ‘The General’s Mansion,’ it became a symbol of widespread
        military corruption. Built in traditional Chinese style, the compound housed a large portion of Gu’s assets.
        When officials raided the compound in 2012, they found a boat sculpture made out of pure gold, a pure gold
        washbasin and a pure gold statue of Mao. There were untold cases of expensive liquor, countless bundles of cash
        and innumerable gold bars. As reported first by Phoenix Weekly, when Gu bribed his superiors, he would
        gift them brand-new Mercedes-Benz vehicles filled with gold bullion (Phillips, 2014).
      


      
        But the character attacks did not stop at Gu’s treasure-filled mansion. One report ridiculed Gu for having 23
        mistresses (Xilu Net, 2015). Unverified photos of Gu’s mistresses were widely circulated on Chinese social
        media networks. Others attacked Gu’s murky family background and accused him of weaving together a story that
        made his father a revolutionary martyr, thus giving him an unwarranted leg-up in society (Wang and Xie, 2014).
        Reports surfaced that he even prostituted his own daughter to his patron, Xu Caihou (Yu, 2016).
      


      
        During these character attacks, Gu was branded ‘the most corrupt man in the military.’ To cement the link
        between this label and him, Gu’s past has been erased almost entirely from publically accessible platforms.
        While it is still possible to find bits and pieces of Gu’s history in open sources, such as an interview with
        former superiors about his high emotional intelligence and admirable work ethic (Shidai Renwu, 2014, pp.
        52–53), his reputation post-CA is synonymous with immorality, greed and decadence.
      


      
        The focus on Gu’s gold is an interesting method of character attack. Although gold is much cherished in Chinese
        culture, an obsession with the precious metal is associated with China’s nouveau riche, a group that
        emerged during the high-growth Hu Jintao era. Poorly educated, very wealthy, and quite arrogant, the public
        typically perceives the new rich’s wealth to be ill-gotten. The stereotypes associated with this group are an
        ignorant attitude, luxurious clothing and an obsession with everything gold (Qin, 2013). By focusing on Gu’s
        gold, the media implicitly associated him with the arrogant new rich despised by the common people and implied
        that he was a gold-obsessed opportunist with a falsified history of familial sacrifice for the Chinese
        revolution – thus making him the opposite of an ideal communist, who would be concerned with the welfare of the
        working people.
      


      
        Gu’s 23 mistresses were another interesting point of attack. Although it is not uncommon for powerful men in
        China to have mistresses, 23 were a bit high even by Chinese standards. In a gender-imbalanced country where
        single men often struggle to find a spouse (Denyer and Gowen, 2018), Gu’s 23 mistresses, many of them rumoured
        to be singers and actresses, were bound to enrage many bachelors. Most devastating
        was the rumour that he prostituted his own daughter to a superior – an absolutely despicable act in the eyes of
        ordinary Chinese people. Although we may call into question the veracity of these rumours, the damage has
        already been done, since audiences tends to believe what they read about corrupt officials when it meshes well
        with existing assumptions and stereotypes.
      

    

    
      The Demon – The Case of Xu Caihou


      
        When referring to the two-year reprieve attached to Gu Junshan’s death sentence, official papers stated that Gu
        was rewarded because he ‘rendered meritorious service’ by informing on other corruption suspects (Caixin,
        2015). While official channels never clarified whom Gu exposed, an educated guess would be Xu Caihou, Gu’s
        former superior and patron, with whom we opened this chapter. The fact that Xu was detained two months after
        the Chinese press began publicising details of the Gu case and raising questions about the identity of Gu’s
        protectors implies that investigators always had Xu in mind.
      


      
        By the time of his arrest, Xu, once known to his colleagues as ‘the northeastern tiger,’ was a shadow of his
        former self. Plagued with terminal cancer, Xu’s end was the most wretched among all military officers nabbed in
        the anti-corruption campaign. But to understand the full story, we must start from the beginning.
      


      
        Xu, who came from humble working-class origins, was born in Northeast China’s Liaoning province in 1943. Xu
        joined the PLA in 1963 and enrolled in the prestigious Harbin Military Engineering Academy. His classmates from
        the Academy remember him as a skinny, shy and polite person who never engaged in any improper behaviour. In
        April 1966, due to changes at the Academy, Xu lost his status as a PLA serviceman. During the turbulent years
        of the Cultural Revolution that followed, Xu kept to himself and did not participate in any radical activities.
        As political chaos waned, Xu rejoined the PLA in 1970. For the next 22 years, Xu worked in a number of
        northeastern military districts, constructing his own network. In November 1992, he was transferred to Beijing
        as an assistant to the director of the PLA’s General Political Department. During this time, Xu became a close
        associate of then-president Jiang Zemin.
      


      
        In 2006, two years after Jiang left the post of CMC chairman and transferred all state and Party power to Hu
        Jintao, Xu was promoted to the post of CMC vice-chairman with the task of representing Jiang’s interests. For
        almost the entirety of Hu’s tenure as China’s leader, Xu, along with fellow CMC vice-chairman Guo Boxiong,
        prevented Hu from making substantial military reforms that would curtail the influence of Jiang’s faction.
      


      
        Xu retired from active politics after the 18th CCP National Congress in November 2012. Yet in March 2014, he
        was placed under investigation for corruption. In June of that year, he was expelled from the CCP, and one
        month later he was expelled from the PLA and had his general rank stripped. Military prosecutors submitted his
        case to the court that October, but Xu succumbed to bladder cancer on 15 March 2015, before the trial’s
        conclusion.
      


      
        In the year between his arrest and his death, Xu was subjected to a constant barrage of character attacks. Like
        Gu, his ill-gotten assets were publicly aired and shamed. The Chinese public was told of Xu’s mansion in the
        heart of Beijing with its basement full of US dollars, euro and renminbi. There were so many bundles that
        investigators had a hard time counting by hand, so they weighed the money instead. In all, the basement’s cash
        totalled one tonne (Zhong, 2014). Besides cash, there were also jewellery, precious metals and valuable
        antiques. It took more than a dozen military trucks to carry off Xu’s fortune (Zhong, 2014).
      


      
        While Chinese press and social media propagated a steady stream of articles containing character attacks,
        positive news relating to Xu before his arrest was erased from open-source platforms. Following the disclosure of Xu’s treasure, a number of labels were attached to
        him, including ‘double-dealer,’ ‘big tiger,’ ‘traitor,’ ‘thief’ (guozei, lit. ‘thief who steals from the
        nation’) (Zhong, 2014) and ‘demon’ (guoyao, lit. ‘demon bedevilling the nation’) (People’s Daily Online,
        2014). While the label ‘double-dealer’ is self-explanatory, ‘big tiger’ is a term of Chinese political jargon
        referring to corrupt high-level officials by drawing parallels with the tiger’s fierce nature and voracious
        appetite. ‘Thief’ and ‘traitor’ refer to Xu’s criminal actions, which betrayed the Party and people’s trust.
        Last but not least, the press tarred Xu’s reputation by brazenly calling him a ‘demon,’ something all people
        should have a natural inclination to hate.
      


      
        On top of labels affixed to him, Xu was lumped in with the ten most treacherous officials in Chinese history,
        with their wicked personal qualities of being treacherous, greedy, overbearing, fake, and cliquish. General Cai
        Yingting, who originated this comparison, explained it as follows. In Cai’s view, Xu was treacherous because he
        lacked morality and character yet pretended to be loyal. Xu was ‘boundlessly greedy,’ as evidenced by the fact
        that he ‘took bribes and bent laws.’ As proof of Xu’s overbearingness, Cai contended that he ‘broke human and
        divine laws. [He was] dictatorial and domineering.’ Xu was fake, Cai argued, because he ‘said one thing but
        meant another and was a “double-dealer”.’ Xu’s purported cliquishness, meanwhile, meant that he ‘took part in
        factionalism for private gains while at the same time engaging in mountaintopism [a Maoist term for factional
        politics]’ (People’s Daily Online, 2015).
      


      
        Even in death, Xu did not find peace. The character attacks continued postmortem and a purge was conducted in
        his name. Three days after his death, the Liberation Army Daily published an article titled ‘Xu Caihou’s
        Extreme Damage to the “Three Views” of Officers and Soldiers.’ (‘Three Views’ is a political term coined by
        Chinese President Hu Jintao in reference to one’s views on career, work and political achievements.) The
        article said, ‘Xu Caihou had long been in charge of the military’s political work and Party-building. His
        damage to the military’s construction was by no means ordinary and partial. Rather, he was a source of
        pollution that tainted all levels. It can be said that in his ten years at our military’s highest level, Xu
        Caihou caused extreme damage to the “three views” of officers and soldiers by confusing their ideology while
        ruining the integrity, rules and regulations of the troops’ (Sina News, 2015).
      


      
        Unlike revolutionary martyrs, who have received posthumous awards from the Party, Xu, despite the absence of a
        legal verdict, was overwhelmed with scorn and humiliation postmortem.
      

    

    
      Failed Officer and a Failed Father – The Case of Guo Boxiong


      
        In July 2016, former CMC Vice Chairman Guo Boxiong was sentenced to life imprisonment. That same month, China’s
        state media began promoting a new round of purges in the PLA in the name of ‘eliminating the baneful influence
        of Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou.’ According to a Liberation Army Daily report, the campaign will expand the
        PLA personnel purge. All major PLA units must dig deep for corrupt officers and come up with practical ideas
        and plans to clean up its ranks. Cadres at high levels and in critical posts will be subjected to political
        investigation. The purge will eliminate the baneful influence of Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou from the realms of
        thought, organisation, politics, work style, system of organisation, and information. Moreover, there will be a
        step-by-step thorough elimination of ideas, values, work style, ‘circles, interest groups, and personnel
        networks’ from the Guo and Xu era (Yan, 2017).
      


      
        An army general, Guo Boxiong was one of the more senior officers brought down amid the anti-corruption
        campaign. Whereas Xu assumed the CMC vice-chairmanship in 2004, Guo had held the post since November 2002. Yet
        like Xu, Guo was not born into privilege. Originally from rural Shaanxi province, Guo worked in a state-owned
        ordinance factory for three years before he joined the PLA at age 19. He spent much of his career in military
        regions of Western China and was renowned for his diligence and military talents. In
        1997, he became the commander of Lanzhou military region under the patronage of President Jiang Zemin. At age
        57, Guo was promoted to the rank of general and in September 1999 he became a CMC member. Like Xu, Guo defended
        Jiang’s interests during his ten-year tenure as CMC vice-chairman. Once a frequent feature of media reports,
        Guo made just a few public appearances after his retirement in 2012 (Tengxun News, 2015). In Chinese politics,
        a public tour is a way for retired officials to demonstrate power and influence. Guo’s limited appearances
        indicated the new leaders in charge viewed him with displeasure.
      


      
        Meanwhile, Guo’s military protégés were falling off the grid left and right as the anti-corruption drive picked
        up steam. In March 2015, Guo’s son, Guo Zhenggang, was placed under investigation and disappeared, just 46 days
        after his promotion to major-general rank (Mo and Nan, 2015). On 30 July 2015, Guo himself was investigated and
        expelled from the Party. In April of the following year, Guo was expelled from the PLA and was stripped of the
        rank of general. Three months later, in July 2016, Guo was sentenced to life imprisonment (Buckley, 2016),
        providing impetus to the campaign to ‘eliminate the baneful influence of Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou.’
      


      
        Character attacks were directed at Guo on the very night he was placed under investigation for corruption,
        implying coordination between investigators and media outlets. The Liberation Army Daily unleashed the
        first salvo at 10:04 pm on 30 July 2015, with an article titled ‘Anti-Corruption Strikes Again: The
        Strengthening of the Nation and Army is Unstoppable.’ The article had the following to say about Guo’s case:
      


      
        
          [Guo] left behind the Party and the people’s great trust and tossed aside the expectations of the three armed
          services’ officers and enlistees. In the face of temptation, he was corrupted and defeated. What he has done
          totally deviated from the nature and purpose of the Party, seriously undermined the image of the Party and
          the people’s army, and caused terrible social influence. Party discipline and national law cannot accommodate
          such behaviour and [Guo] will be forever pinned to history’s wall of shame.
        


        
          (Xie, 2015)
        

      


      
        In response to concerns about the adverse impact of corruption cases on the image of the PLA, the article
        cleverly praised the brilliance of both Xi and the campaign:
      


      
        
          This concern obviously underestimates our Party’s firm resolve to punish corruption, underestimates the lofty
          prestige of the Party Central Committee and Chairman Xi in the ranks of the officers and soldiers of the
          entire military… . The vast numbers of officers and soldiers themselves are victims, and they hate the
          despicable acts of Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou. Their downfall can only bring our officers and soldiers closer
          together under the banner of the Party.
        


        
          (Xie, 2015)
        

      


      
        The next morning, the Liberation Army Daily issued a statement titled ‘Resolutely Support the Party
        Central Committee’s Correct Decision,’ which commended Xi and drew a clear line between the PLA and the
        disgraced Guo. PLA and People’s Armed Police service members and leading units, the statement indicated,
        ‘resolutely support the decision of the Party Central Committee and maintain a high degree of ideological,
        political, and operational consistency with the Party Central Committee, the Central Military Commission and
        Chairman Xi Jinping’ (Liberation Army Daily Journalist Online, 2015).
      


      
        While attacks continued in state media platforms, such as People’s Daily and
        Global Times, and were quickly amplified by popular and social media channels such as WeChat and Weibo,
        Guo did not face the same degree of shaming compared to Gu Junshan and Xu Caihou. Although the media did
        publicise Guo’s ill-gotten wealth of 80 million yuan, there were no sensational exposés of a cash-filled
        basement or a mansion full of gold. This was due in part to Guo’s cautiousness. According to investigative
        journalists, Guo was careful about publicly displaying his wealth and assisting relatives in securing
        employment (Feng and Liang, 2016, pp. A28 – A29). There were no reports of luxurious homes in Guo’s hometown or
        in Beijing. Furthermore, relatives outside of Guo’s immediate family did not seem to have profited much from
        the patriarch’s high position in the PLA (Long, 2015, p. 43).
      


      
        Due to Guo’s cautiousness, the focus of character attacks soon fell on Guo Zhenggang, Guo’s eldest son, briefly
        a major general before succumbing to the anti-corruption campaign. Soon after Guo junior’s fall, an article
        emerged about his shady business dealings and arrogant behaviour in the army (Zhai, 2015). Portrayed as a
        spoiled, hubristic son of a high official, Guo’s quotes – such as ‘Some people want to make problems for my
        family. What wishful thinking! More than half of all military cadres are promoted by my family and they will
        continue to do their job’ (Tengxun News, 2016a) – were publicised to incite hate and revulsion.
      


      
        In Confucian culture, failure of the son is seen as fault of the father. The battering of Guo junior was an
        indirect attack on Guo Boxiong himself, who was otherwise a difficult target for CA. These attacks aimed to
        send the message that Guo senior was an utter failure: he not only failed as a military leader but also failed
        in properly leading his family.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter contributes to CA literature in two major ways: by illustrating how CA techniques are applied in
        the Chinese cultural context and by offering new insights on the use of CA in present-day Chinese politics.
      


      
        A substantial percentage of existing CA studies focus on events in Western societies. However, my research
        shows that CA theories are also applicable to scrutinising events of contemporary China, where culture and
        values often differ from those in the West. Moreover, this article expands upon my previous co-authored paper
        with Eric Shiraev (Shiraev and Yang, 2014), which looked at a case of CA in 1950s China, by showing how CA
        techniques are being employed in the present, where modern communications platforms and technologies give
        broader influence and effectiveness to longstanding approaches.
      


      
        With regard to the role of CA in the PLA anti-corruption campaign, a few points stand out. First and foremost,
        in all three cases CA occurred after the target’s arrest. Unlike mudslinging in democratic countries, where
        character attacks fly in both directions, in an authoritarian state like China, the attacker normally prevents
        the target from speaking out through use of state violence. In addition, since the loser in authoritarian power
        struggles often has to pay a hefty price (possibly his or her life), the attacker must strike fast without
        alarming the target. Character attacks therefore started after the target was physically restrained to avoid
        spooking the target who might organise a counterattack.
      


      
        Secondly, in contrast to a democratic country, where opposing parties can mobilise media allies to make
        character attacks, the media in China answer solely to whoever controls the Party’s Central Propaganda
        Department. State control of media and information is all-encompassing. While journalists can voice different
        opinions on light political issues, speaking up for Xi’s rivals is a recipe for disaster. Thus, we often see
        Chinese media – whether state-owned, commercial, or social – speaking with one voice
        against targets of the anti-corruption campaign. Pro-Xi and pro-anti-corruption campaign messages are repeated
        and amplified via the television screen, radio waves, front-page newspaper articles and smartphone apps.
        Whereas targets of character attacks in democratic countries have a chance to strike back, in China the full
        force of the media quickly overwhelms any form of resistance.
      


      
        Thirdly, three common CA techniques – shaming, labelling, and postmortem attack – all have roots in previous
        purges in contemporary China. Shaming by publicly exposing a target’s ill-gotten wealth was applied to all
        three targets in the case studies. Similar to struggle sessions or youjie (parading someone through the
        streets) – both widely employed during Maoist political campaigns – shaming is intended to attract a large,
        hostile audience to humiliate and psychologically pressure the target, who is portrayed as someone with values
        and morals contradictory with those of the general public.
      


      
        Labels seek to publically present the target in a negative and dehumanising light. Here, too, we can easily
        find historical precedent. During the Cultural Revolution, negative labels were always attached to targets. Liu
        Shaoqi, the president-turned-prisoner, was labelled ‘a criminal traitor, enemy agent and scab in the service of
        the imperialists, modern revisionists and the Kuomintang reactionaries’ (People’s Daily Online, 2001). Xi
        Jinping’s father, Xi Zhongxun, was likewise a target of labelling: at the height of the Cultural Revolution, Xi
        senior was paraded around the streets with a large sign reading ‘anti-Party element Xi Zhongxun’ ( Jia, 2011).
      


      
        Postmortem attack is a Chinese tradition that dates back to ancient times. Apart from textbook postmortem
        attacks through words, the ancient Chinese also physically assaulted the guilty dead by exhuming and whipping
        the body in a cruel punishment knows as bianshi (lit. ‘whipping the dead’). We see less of the latter in
        contemporary China, but insults against the dead continue – as seen in the case of Xu Caihou, which echoes
        another postmortem attack on a high-ranking military official, Lin Biao. After his demise during a failed
        escape to the Soviet Union, Lin, once Mao’s designated successor, was branded ‘a bourgeois careerist, a
        conspirator, a double-dealer, a renegade, and a traitor … a true believer of Confucius … [and a] political
        swindler. He did not read books, newspapers, or documents. He was a Party tyrant and a big warlord without any
        wisdom and learning’ (Sina History, 2014).
      


      
        Finally, CA played an indispensable role in helping Xi consolidate control over the PLA. The CA of corrupt
        generals legitimised Xi’s anti-corruption campaign in the eyes of the public and positioned Xi as the lead
        crusader for public interest. The anti-corruption campaign broke down vested-interest groups in the PLA, and
        while the campaign to remove Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou’s ‘baneful influence’ continues, Xi has exercised his
        newfound power by initiating the most comprehensive military reforms since the founding of the PLA. In the end,
        the PLA anti-corruption campaign would not have been successful without the aid of CA.
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      Introduction


      
        When the aim is to single out an aspiring character assassin in contemporary Dutch politics, it is difficult to
        ignore Geert Wilders of the populist radical right (PRR) Freedom Party (Partij voor de Vrijheid, PVV).
        If character assassination is defined as “the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation” (Icks and
        Shiraev, 2014), Wilders is certainly guilty of attempted assaults on fellow political leaders, but also judges,
        journalists, Brussels “Eurocrats” and the so-called “left-wing” elites more generally. Blaming and
        scapegoating, ad hominem attacks in political debates and cyberbullying are often-used instruments in Wilders’s
        political toolkit.
      


      
        This contribution focuses on the nature and targets of Geert Wilders’s character attacks, and also aims to
        tentatively assess the effectiveness of the politician’s assaults. The case illustrates that character
        assassination is a natural method for populist political actors, that is: those politicians, parties and
        movements that defend popular sovereignty and juxtapose the virtuous ordinary people with the corrupt or
        unresponsive elites. Although character assassination is obviously not the sole prerogative of populist actors,
        their inherent distaste for compromise and portrayal of politics as, essentially, a battle between good and
        evil, gels well with a strategy centred on damaging opponents’ reputations. As this chapter will further show,
        rather than rash “shots from the hip”, most of Wilders’s character attacks seemed carefully targeted and
        indicative of his party’s strategic course.
      


      
        Most of Wilders’s victims have not been eliminated in the strictest sense of the word. This chapter will
        nonetheless show that the politician’s harsh anti-establishment criticism has placed him in the limelight of
        Dutch politics for a considerable period of time, and apparently contributed to his party’s electoral
        successes. What is more, while most political competitors have arguably survived Wilders’s assaults, some of
        them have clearly been inspired by his political agenda. The way to government power may be forever blocked for
        the PVV because of soured relationships between Wilders and his political rivals, and the decline of the
        party’s electoral appeal. Yet the PVV has certainly left its mark on the Dutch political debate and pulled
        political opponents towards its ideological position.
      


      
        The chapter proceeds by providing an introduction to populism in the Dutch political context, and the PVV and
        its leader in particular. The subsequent section turns to the PVV’s character
        assassination targets and tactics, focusing on the party’s portrayal of political opponents and other members
        of the “elites”. While Wilders is also known for attacks on non-natives and Islam as a supposedly violent
        ideology, this chapter concentrates in the main on populist character attacks on the “powers that be”. In doing
        so, it applies the concept of “character attack” in a relatively broad sense: populist parties like the PVV do
        not only seek to damage the reputation of individuals, but also of the parties and elites they represent. The
        chapter subsequently progresses to discussing the effectiveness of these attacks, before reaching a conclusion.
      

    

    
      Populism in Contemporary Dutch Politics


      
        Following the influential definition of Cas Mudde (2004, p. 543), populism can be seen as a thin-centred
        ideology ‘that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the
        pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the
        volonté générale (general will) of the people’. Populism has a “thin” or “empty-hearted” nature: it
        makes normative claims about the relationship between “the people” and “the elites”, but as such offers few
        concrete policy-related solutions (see also Taggart, 2000; Stanley, 2008). If we consider instances of populist
        political mobilisation in practice, we see that populism is typically combined with various “host ideologies”.
        Politicians and parties with a populist character thus vary in terms of their broader ideological positions. In
        the European context, for instance, PRR parties, which are characterised by a nativist and authoritarian
        ideology, exist alongside left-wing populist parties which predominantly preach socio-economic equality (Mudde,
        2007; March, 2011).
      


      
        Similar to many other European countries, populist parties have become a prominent feature of Dutch politics,
        but only with some delay. For most of the period after the Second World War, Dutch politics has been dominated
        by parties representing three dominant “party families”: the Christian Democrats, since 1980 united in the
        Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA), Labour (PvdA) and the (free-market) Liberals (VVD). Partly due to an extreme
        proportional electoral system, Dutch parliament saw the entrance (and often vanishing) of various smaller
        parties. Yet until the turn of the century parties with an explicit populist character were rather
        insignificant and/or short-lived (see Lucardie and Voerman, 2012). Examples include the Farmer’s Party, which
        was represented in parliament between 1963 and 1981, and the ethno-nationalist parties led by Hans Janmaat in
        the 1980s and 1990s. The Socialist Party (SP) has regularly been identified as a case of left-wing populism.
        The party with Maoist roots entered parliament in 1994 and grew out to be a considerable electoral force in the
        subsequent decades, although it moderated its populist anti-establishment discourse considerably over time.
      


      
        The most notable populist contenders in more recent years had a culturally conservative signature, placing
        emphasis on supposed malign effects of immigration and the cultural influence of Islam in Dutch society. The
        first politician who managed to build significant support on the basis of these themes was Pim Fortuyn in 2002.
        After various failed attempts to build a political career, the columnist and former sociology professor became
        leader of the newly founded party “Liveable Netherlands” in November 2001. In February 2002, however, Fortuyn
        was expelled from the party following controversial statements he made in a newspaper interview, inter
        alia calling Islam a “backward culture” (Poorthuis and Wansink, 2002). With only a few months to go to the
        parliamentary election in May, Fortuyn founded his own party: List Pim Fortuyn (LPF). The LPF could immediately
        count on a substantial amount of support according to the opinion polls.
      


      
        Fortuyn’s appeal was partly based on his populist attacks on the political establishment. Before entering the
        political stage, Fortuyn had in his writings already railed against the “political caste” which had lost touch with society (Lucardie and Voerman, 2012, pp. 106–108). In his book and
        de facto political programme Fortuyn stated that “[t]he Netherlands should become a real lively
        democracy of and for the ordinary people, and depart from the elite party democracy we are currently acquainted
        with” (Fortuyn, 2002, p. 186). In the official election manifesto it was argued that the government had left
        the Netherlands with a rigid and self-satisfied political culture of appointed executives lacking creative or
        learning capacities (LPF, 2002, p. 1).
      


      
        Fortuyn’s criticism was mainly targeted at the political establishment as a collective instead of specific
        individuals. It was nevertheless clear that he deliberately sought to undermine the reputation of the Dutch
        political elites. In this sense, and also considering the losses of the incumbent parties in the 15 May
        parliamentary election, Fortuyn could be seen as a successful character assassin. He would, however, not live
        to see the election result: On 6 May he was murdered by an environmental activist. The election was not
        cancelled, and, despite having lost its undisputed leader, the LPF won 17 per cent of the vote. The party
        subsequently joined a short-lived coalition government with the Christian Democrats and the Liberals, which
        fell due to LPF-infighting. After the murder of Fortuyn, the party struggled to unite, and disappeared from
        parliament in 2006.
      


      
        In the parliamentary election of that year another, more durable, populist party broke through: Geert Wilders’s
        PVV. Wilders used to be an MP for the Liberals, but broke with his party in September 2004 after a conflict
        with the parliamentary leader over the issue of Turkish EU membership, which Wilders opposed. Wilders retained
        his parliamentary seat and formed his own one-man fraction “Group Wilders”, before officially founding the PVV
        in February 2006. The party ultimately remained a personal vehicle of Wilders – illustrated by the fact that no
        other persons were allowed to become members. Wilders only relied on a small group of trustees, the composition
        of which changed at several points in time (Vossen, 2017).
      


      
        Besides anti-Islamic alarmism, nationalism and emphasis on law and order, populism could be seen as one of the
        four “pillars” of the PVV’s ideology throughout its existence (Vossen, 2017). In his “declaration of
        independence”, written after his departure from the Liberals, Wilders immediately embarked on a populist
        course. Though the document did not solely originate from Wilders’s pen (Vossen, 2017, p. 22), the politician
        spoke of a “range of interlinked crises stemming from the incompetence of the political elite in Brussels and
        [Dutch political capital] The Hague” (Wilders, 2005, p. 1). Wilders (2005, p. 2) further declared that he did
        not want the Netherlands “to be hijacked by an elite of cowardly and frightened people (from whichever party)
        any longer”, and that he intended “to return this country to its citizens”. According to Wilders (2005, p. 16),
        “politicians should no longer be deaf to the problems troubling ordinary people in every-day life”.
      


      
        Wilders’s positions on more concrete issues were initially similar to Fortuyn’s, yet the PVV adhered to a more
        outspoken neo-conservative ideology (Vossen, 2011). By the time of the 2010 parliamentary election the PVV had
        become more strongly nationalistic and its manifesto more outspokenly hostile to Islam (Lucardie and Voerman,
        2012, p. 174). By this time, the hand of PVV MP and trustee Martin Bosma had become more recognisable in PVV
        manifestos (Vossen, 2017, p. 29). The party linked “Islamisation” to a range of other social issues:
        “[e]conomically it is a disaster, it damages the quality of our education, it increases insecurity on the
        streets, causes an exodus out of our cities, drives out Jews and gay people, and flushes the century-long
        emancipation of women down the toilet” (PVV, 2010, p. 6).
      


      
        Even though Wilders, like Fortuyn, presented himself as a defender of liberty and the rights of women and gays,
        these issues were mainly discussed as part of his anti-Islam discourse. In its manifestos, the PVV remained
        silent about moral-cultural issues such as euthanasia and abortion, and the documents contained clear elements
        of cultural conservatism (see Vossen, 2011). Wilders repeatedly blamed the
        progressive (left-wing) elites for undermining traditional norms and values.1
        The 2010 Freedom Party manifesto for instance argued that the “culture of the sixties” had to be abandoned, and
        that children at school had to be taught a “canon of Dutch history” with a particular emphasis on its heroic
        elements (PVV, 2010, p. 33).
      


      
        The socio-economic programme of the PVV and its position on the welfare state has changed over the years.
        Wilders had always defended pensioners’ rights in opposing a higher pension age, but initially favoured a small
        state and a flexible labour market (Wilders, 2005; PVV, 2006a). In 2010, however, the PVV called for the
        preservation of the welfare state and was against easing the rules for laying off employees, amending
        unemployment benefits, and a “marketisation” of the health care sector. While still favouring typical
        laissez faire policies such as tax cuts and deregulation, the PVV thus shifted to the socio-economic
        left with regard to certain policy issues. In doing so, the party programme progressively contained more
        elements of “welfare chauvinism”. This essentially entails the support for economic redistribution and the
        preservation of welfare state entitlements, whereby the non-natives (most notably: immigrants) are excluded
        from, or only have limited access to, welfare provision (see e.g., Andersen and Bjørklund, 1990; Ivaldi, 2015).
      


      
        This welfare chauvinism was also apparent in the PVV’s attitude towards the European Union and the “Global
        South”. The party lamented financial transfers to the EU and less prosperous member states in Southern and
        Eastern Europe, as well as Dutch development aid contributions. Money spent abroad should instead be saved for
        deserving Dutch citizens, and the protection of elderly care and pensions in particular. As far as the EU was
        concerned, Wilders described it as an undemocratic “super state”, and opposed the handing over of sovereignty
        to Brussels bureaucrats, and opening the borders for Eastern European labour migrants (e.g., Wilders, 2005).
        The PVV’s Euroscepticism notably hardened prior to the parliamentary election of 2012, when the party
        campaigned for the Netherlands to leave the EU altogether.
      


      
        As the remainder of this chapter will demonstrate, Wilders’s character attacks throughout the years not only
        attested the politician’s populist character, but were also indicative of (developments in) the ideological
        profile of the PVV. The attacks in any case appeared effective in electoral terms: the PVV grew out to be the
        most important anti-establishment party in Dutch politics. Its support grew from 5.9 per cent of the national
        vote in 2006, to 15.5 in 2010. After this election Wilders agreed to support the minority coalition between the
        Liberals and the Christian Democrats, in exchange for the implementation of some of the PVV’s key policies. In
        April 2012, however, Wilders refused to sign up to newly drafted austerity measures as a response to the
        economic crisis, and withdrew his support from the coalition. In the subsequent parliamentary election held in
        the same year the PVV faced a loss with a vote share of 10.1 per cent. In the next election of March 2017,
        despite a lack-lustre campaign and competition from a PRR newcomer, the Forum for Democracy (FvD), Wilders
        polled 13 per cent of the vote. This was less than many pre-election opinion polls had suggested, but it showed
        that the PVV’s support was still considerable. Indeed, the PVV became the second largest party in a fragmented
        field.
      


      
        The FvD’s steady growth in opinion polls in the aftermath, however, indicated that Wilders’ political shelf
        life might be coming closer to its end. Indeed, with 14.5 percent of the vote, FvD outperformed the PVV (as
        well as all other parties) in the March 2019 provincial elections. Wilders’ party received no more than 6.9 per
        cent. In the May 2019 European Parliament elections, FvD finished fourth with almost 11 percent of the vote,
        well ahead of the PVV (3.5 percent), which – at least until the UK’s presumed departure from the EU – lost all
        of its seats in Brussels and Strasbourg.
      

    

    
      Geert Wilders’s Targets


      
        The character attacks of Wilders have been executed through various media, such as party documents and
        manifestos, campaign videos, parliamentary debates, as well as new social media. Indeed, Wilders has actively
        used Twitter to react to current affairs and to criticise other politicians, using the medium to engage in a
        “permanent campaign” against political opponents (Vergeer, Hermans and Sams, 2013; van Kessel and Castelein,
        2016). This section will describe the character attacks of Wilders (and his PVV) that were launched through
        these various means. It will focus on Wilders’s most prominent targets: first, political opponents at the
        domestic level; second, the EU and its representatives; and third, non-political actors representing liberal
        democratic “checks and balances”: the judiciary and the media.
      


      
        Dutch Politicians


        
          As populist parties operate in a domestic party-political context it can be expected that much of their
          anti-establishment criticism targets political actors in their own countries. Although their criticism may
          extend beyond national borders, populist parties tend to focus on problems that are specific to their own
          society. They place blame largely on the domestic political establishment for being incompetent, corrupt
          and/or unresponsive to the people’s demands. Rival politicians and their parties are, furthermore, direct
          competitors in elections. It is therefore likely that populist parties spend considerable energy on aiming to
          destroy the reputation of politicians and parties they consider to be part of the “elites”.
        


        
          An analysis of Wilders’s tweets between February 2010 and June 2013 showed that domestic political players
          (politicians, parties, governments or party coalitions) were indeed the most frequently targeted actors, and
          that most of the PVV leader’s criticism focused on the three traditional mainstream parties: CDA, PvdA, VVD
          (van Kessel and Castelein, 2016). Already in his “declaration of independence”, Wilders argued that these
          parties basically agreed with each other on important matters (Wilders, 2005). He additionally blamed his old
          VVD for going along with the “progressive Zeitgeist”, and failing to choose between left and right.
          The centre-left PvdA and its leader were associated with malign education policies and high taxation,
          respectively. In another early party document, “Clear Wine” (Klare Wijn), all three traditional
          parties were considered to represent variants of social-liberalism (PVV 2006b). Their leaders were
          furthermore accused of engaging in an electoral sham fight, since, when push came to shove, they were happy
          to govern together. Ultimately, according to the document, the choice was between parties that were part of
          the existing political system (basically all bar the PVV), or Wilders’s party that wanted to challenge and
          reform that system. Typical for a populist party, the PVV thus argued that other parties failed to provide
          real political alternatives and that political elites were ultimately happy to collude in order to retain
          their dominant positions.
        


        
          Although Wilders has never seized his assaults on the Dutch political establishment in general, his attacks
          often had a more personal nature as well. In the run-up to the election of 2010, for instance, the new leader
          of the PvdA, the ex-major of Amsterdam Job Cohen, was one of Wilders’s favourite targets. By this time,
          Wilders’s position on Islam had hardened, and he framed Cohen as a multiculturalist soft touch on
          integration-related issues and problems with criminal Moroccan youths. Instead of taking a hard line, Cohen
          was seen as overly cosy with the Moroccan community: “Cohen new man PvdA. Drinking tea, hugging and
          multiculti-worshipping. Choice for NL crystal clear: PVV with solutions or PvdA with chatter”, Wilders
          tweeted On 12 March 2010. In its election manifesto the PVV also targeted predominantly “left-wing elites”, who had supposedly formed an “alliance with Islam” and were responsible
          for a “multicultural nightmare” and “mass immigration that ordinary people had never asked for” (PVV, 2010,
          pp. 6, 7). According to the PVV, the unpatriotic elites, who signed up to cultural relativism and thought the
          world resembled Woodstock, acted against the interests and wishes of “Henk and Ingrid” – the fictional Dutch
          couple the PVV referred to as model citizens.
        


        
          Judging from his tweets, Wilders’s anti-establishment criticism waned somewhat in the aftermath of the 2010
          election (van Kessel and Castelein, 2016). The campaign had brought the PVV electoral success, and Wilders
          agreed to support the CDA-VVD minority coalition, leaving the PvdA in opposition. Despite the pact, the PVV
          leader occasionally attacked CDA and VVD politicians, not least Immigration Minister Gerd Leers (CDA), whose
          policies Wilders regularly deemed too soft. On 7 October 2011 Wilders for instance tweeted: “Leers speaks
          CDA-nonsense about immigration. Rather silly. But PVV will carefully watch over compliance with agreements
          and results”. Further, Prime Minister Mark Rutte (VVD) and Finance Minister Jan Kees de Jager (CDA) were
          criticised several times in May and June 2011 for the decision to contribute to the bailout packages for
          financially troubled Greece. In a tweet of 14 June 2011 Wilders referred to an opinion poll showing public
          opposition against the bailouts, and suggested that citizens were smarter than De Jager. Hence, even though
          Wilders, in his role as “support partner”, acted in close vicinity to power, his populist attacks on
          governing parties’ politicians, who were regularly portrayed as naïve, dishonest or dim-witted, continued.
        


        
          After Wilders withdrew support from the coalition in April 2012, triggering a new election, his attacks
          intensified. Wilders directed a considerable amount of criticism towards the so-called “Kunduz Coalition”.
          This parliamentary alliance was formed when, after the fall of the government, CDA and VVD struck a deal on a
          new budget with three opposition parties.2 Thanks to this, the government
          could adhere to the European Commission’s 3 per cent budget deficit rule. The reaction of Wilders was
          predictable. On 9 May, the PVV leader tweeted: “Brussels shoves austerity down our throats and
          Kunduz-coalition bows slavishly to unelected EU-technocrats”. The Eurozone crisis and its economic
          consequences suddenly ranked high on Wilders’s political agenda, and he lamented the way the government, and
          the prime minister in particular, handled the situation. “Billions to Greeks we shall never see again. Blank
          ESM-cheque 40bln and now 100bln for Spanish banks. Rutte screws NL and wastes our money”, tweeted Wilders on
          10 June 2012. Wilders thus continued to point out that Dutch political elites took foolish measures and acted
          against the interests of the Dutch people – pensioners in particular – yet now in the context of adverse
          economic circumstances. The cultural threat of Islam was now less central in his anti-establishment
          discourse.
        


        
          The centre-left PvdA had not signed up to the Kunduz Coalition and the party was also hardly targeted in the
          run up to the early 2012 election. Only after the PvdA entered a coalition government with the VVD, criticism
          of Labour politicians soared again. The new government was frequently criticised for its austerity measures
          affecting, for instance, pensions and health/elderly care provision, its proposed tax increases, and for
          slavishly following orders from “Brussels” to fund the EU budget and support southern European countries. VVD
          Prime Minister Rutte was criticised personally on a regular basis. In a tweet of 27 March 2013, for instance,
          Wilders called him a “walking ATM” for poorer EU countries. Wilders also claimed that the VVD and its leader
          had sold out their liberal principles in forming a coalition with the “socialists” of the PvdA.3 “The class struggle has commenced. Red Rutte is taking to the barricades”, the PVV leader
          proclaimed in a parliamentary debate (PVV, 2012a).
        


        
          Other party leaders were also occasionally scorned; in a tweet of 4 February 2013, for example, Wilders
          seemingly aimed to strengthen his image as pensioners’ saviour, calling PvdA leader Diederik Samsom an “old
          peoples’ basher” (bejaardenbasher). Politicians beyond the traditional mainstream parties were also regularly targeted, in particular those with a liberal
          attitude towards cultural diversity. Wilders, for instance, attracted criticism with a tweet of 5 February
          2017 including a photoshopped image in which Alexander Pechtold, party leader of the social liberals
          (Democrats 66, D66), featured alongside Muslim protesters holding up signs such as “Islam will conquer
          Europe” and “Sharia for the Netherlands”.
        


        
          In the context of high-profile terrorist attacks and the European migrant crisis, the PVV could focus more on
          its signature issues again, linking immigration (from Muslim countries) to cultural decay, insecurity and
          terrorism. In addition to this, the “asylum tsunami” was seen as a threat to the Dutch welfare state. In a
          parliamentary debate in June 2015, Wilders had scorned the government for treating elderly people (and
          employees facing redundancy) like “old garbage”: “While elderly people do not get a penny of tax relief,
          illegal immigrants and asylum seekers are being pampered” (PVV, 2015).
        


        
          The PVV rode high in opinion polls in the year prior to the March 2017 parliamentary election. The prospect
          for the PVV to end up in a governing coalition after the election looked slim, however, since most parties
          now ruled out governing with the party. Wilders remained optimistic and argued in a newspaper interview that
          other parties would find it difficult to ignore the PVV if it indeed booked a big victory (Hartog and van
          Soest, 2016). He also doubted the sincerity of other politicians as far as excluding the PVV was concerned,
          and argued that CDA leader Sybrand Buma would “sell his own family” to become a cabinet member.
        


        
          After the election, which brought less PVV-fortune than many had expected, Wilders’s party remained in
          opposition. Due to the fragmented vote, it took 209 days for four parties (VVD, CDA, D66 and Christian Union)
          to reach a coalition agreement. In his reaction in parliament to the presentation of the coalition agreement,
          Wilders lamented the fact that his PVV, as second largest party, had been ostracised (PVV, 2017a). Democracy
          had supposedly been side-lined and the election results ignored, which was described as slapping one and a
          half million PVV voters in the face and giving them a kick afterwards. Supposedly in an attempt to portray
          the agreement as a socially liberal product, Wilders referred to the new coalition as “Cabinet Pechtold I” –
          in reality, it was the third Rutte Cabinet. He went on to describe it as “a kind of gender-neutral cabinet.
          Without balls, without female charm. Just like Mr Pechtold. A cabinet without a soul and without vision. With
          only one creed: deceiving the Dutch. Because it is a pure deception of the people [volksverlakkerij]”
          (PVV, 2017a).
        


        
          In the debate after the official presentation of the new cabinet on 1 November 2017, Wilders struck a similar
          tone, calling Prime Minister Rutte “the greatest political liar of the past 10 years” (PVV, 2017b). His
          speech could be interpreted as a neat summary of the blame he had laid on the Dutch political establishment
          over the past years: they had ignored the voice of the people, overseen mass immigration and the Islamisation
          of society, and their economic policies had hit hard-working or needy natives. Besides politicians at the
          domestic level, Wilders also identified a supranational threat in his address: the European Union. His
          attacks on this organisation, which became fiercer over time, deserve closer attention.
        

      

      
        The European Union


        
          The PVV had always been Eurosceptic. Wilders’s “declaration of independence” voiced opposition against
          Turkish EU accession, spoke about the loss of sovereignty as a result of European integration, not least with
          regard to the area of immigration, and bemoaned the EU’s high costs to the tax payer (Wilders, 2005). The
          document additionally criticised the EU’s undemocratic character, stressing the organisation’s remoteness
          from citizens. While acknowledging the value of economic cooperation in the form of trade, the PVV remained
          very critical in the subsequent years. In its 2010 manifesto, an explicit cultural
          element was added to the PVV’s Euroscepticism: the EU was dubbed a “multicultural super state”, and the party
          complained that “thanks to that club in Brussels, Europe is swiftly turning into Eurabia” (PVV, 2010, pp. 6,
          13).
        


        
          As mentioned previously, and alluded to by previous examples, the EU became a more salient issue for Wilders
          in 2012. Immediately after the government’s breakup, which came at the height of the Eurozone crisis, Wilders
          vowed that “Europe” would be the central theme of the campaign for the new election. The PVV indeed paid
          attention to the EU issue as never before, and its manifesto, titled “Their Brussels, our
          Netherlands”, spoke derogatively of “the blind inhabitants of the ivory towers in Brussels”, “unelected
          multi-culti Eurocrats”, and the “holy Great-European project” (PVV, 2012b, pp. 11–12). What is more, Wilders
          now went as far as to support a Dutch withdrawal from the EU (see Pirro and van Kessel, 2017).
        


        
          Wilders’s criticism of the EU and its representatives also soared in his tweets. “Now the Brussels monster
          wants to snatch our sovereignty and pensions. Enough is enough! NL quickly out of the EU!”, Wilders tweeted
          on 24 June 2012. The attacks of the PVV leader continued after the installation of the new VVD-PvdA coalition
          government. On 29 May 2013, for instance, the PVV leader tweeted: “Let Brussels sink deep in the swamp. Who
          is that annoying EU to meddle. Shut down that elite-club. NL free again”. More recently, following the
          British referendum vote to leave the EU in June 2016, Wilders congratulated UK citizens with “Independence
          Day”, and demanded a similar referendum in the Netherlands. In the parliamentary debate on Brexit, Wilders
          spoke of a momentous event: “the UK chose for Brexit, for national sovereignty, for independence and against
          the almighty Brussels, the EU-super state and all those Europhile politicians” (PVV, 2016). According to
          Wilders, the referendum result showed that citizens no longer tolerated the arrogance of the elites, who had
          ignored the ordinary men and women. For the PVV, then, Brexit highlighted the illegitimate character of the
          EU and the unresponsiveness of political elites (van Kessel et al., 2020).
        


        
          In the run up to the 2017 election, however, Wilders’s focus was less strongly on “Europe” than in the
          previous campaign. For the PVV, leaving the EU still constituted a crucial step towards making “the
          Netherlands ours again” – the party’s key slogan for the campaign – and Wilders’s criticism of EU
          institutions and representatives had not waned. Yet the issue took a less central position in the party’s
          communication, in which themes related to immigration, cultural identity and “Islamisation” – issues whose
          salience had been fuelled by the more recent refugee crisis – played a more central role again. The PVV
          nonetheless continued to support a “Nexit”, and Wilders spent a few minutes on the issue in his parliamentary
          reaction to the presentation of the new government (PVV, 2017b). He argued that “Brussels” was an ally in the
          invasion of (Muslim) immigrants (from Africa), calling the EU a “big political monster”, a “true super state”
          and a “demophobic monstrosity filled with pocket-lining Euro-commissioners under the leadership of
          professional alcoholic Juncker”.
        


        
          All in all, Wilders’s character attacks on the EU were multifaceted and, although the issue’s salience in the
          PVV’s discourse fluctuated, became fiercer over time. The EU was seen as a threat to national sovereignty and
          democracy. Its representatives were considered not only elitist and deaf to the demands of ordinary people,
          but also increasingly portrayed as pocket-liners and harbingers of multiculturalism and supranational
          megalomania.
        

      

      
        Checks and Balances: Judges and the Media


        
          Throughout the years Wilders has not only placed character attacks on members of the national and
          supranational political elites; he also scorned representatives of non-political institutions. Some of these,
          like the judiciary and the media, are evidently central to the functioning of liberal democracy.
        


        
          Consistent with its authoritarian position on law and order issues, the PVV has
          regularly lamented the “soft” approach to criminals, not least those with a foreign background. The party has
          placed public safety high on its agenda and proposed higher and more humiliating sentences for criminal
          offenders (Vossen, 2017, pp. 49–50). A third conviction for a serious violent crime should lead to life
          imprisonment: “three strikes you’re out” (PVV, 2010, p. 9, 2012b, p. 31). Wilders did not put much faith in
          existing judges: these were part of the same left-wing liberal elites that dominated Dutch politics. The PVV
          manifesto of 2012 argued that a majority of judges were D66 voters and that the murderer of Pim Fortuyn had
          been given a “symbolic sentence” by a judge who also happened to be active for a Dutch refugee-supporting
          charity (PVV, 2012b, p. 30). The freedom of judges had to be restricted and they were also to be
          democratically elected (PVV, 2010, pp. 9, 17).
        


        
          The PVV leader also came into conflict with judges personally. On 9 December 2016 Wilders was found guilty of
          insulting a group of people (Moroccans) and “inciting discrimination” – in a previous trial five years
          earlier, Wilders had been cleared of similar charges. The verdict was based on events in The Hague on the
          evening of local elections of 19 March 2014. In a speech in front of supporters, Wilders asked the crowd
          whether they desired fewer or more Moroccans in their city and in the Netherlands, which triggered the chant:
          “Fewer! Fewer! Fewer!”. Wilders, in turn, assured his supporters that his party would “take care of that”.
          Despite the guilty verdict, Wilders did not face a sentence, and he was also cleared of the more serious
          charge of “inciting hatred”. The PVV leader nevertheless appealed against the decision. More importantly,
          perhaps, the process had granted him considerable free publicity and he was able to use the outcome to lend
          credence to his claim that elitist judges defied the “will of the people”, which Wilders supposedly
          represented. Wilders had previously denounced the trial as a “political process”, and on the day of the
          verdict the PVV leader tweeted: “Three PVV hating judges declare that Moroccans are a race and convict me and
          half of the Netherlands. Madness.”
        


        
          The PVV leader has also launched occasional attacks on, particularly state-funded and “left-wing”, media.
          Wilders accused various media of political bias, in particular against the PVV. As the 2010 PVV manifesto
          argued:
        


        
          
            In the previous years the state broadcaster has excelled in particular with its warnings against the
            Freedom Party. Evening upon evening left people [linksmensen] are on display, invited by left-wing
            broadcasters to air their politically correct opinions. All at your expense … The broadcasters pretend to
            all have their own [ideological] colour, but they are all equally left-wing.
          


          
            (PVV, 2010, p. 33)
          

        


        
          This left-wing bias was, according to Wilders, for instance evident from one-sided reporting about the malign
          effects of climate change – which the PVV disputed – and the self-censorship concerning the threats of Islam.
          On 20 April 2013 Wilders responded to the Boston marathon bombing by tweeting: “Isn’t the Dutch media
          remarkably silent about the backgrounds of the Boston perpetrators? Were they Buddhist? Oh no.” Typically for
          populist politicians, Wilders’s character attacks thus extended beyond the political establishment. Elites
          with “politically correct” worldviews also dominated other spheres of society, and were part of the
          conspiracy against the ordinary people.
        

      
    

    
      Deadly Effective? The Consequences of Wilders’s Character Attacks


      
        Determining the effectiveness of Wilders’s character attacks is not straightforward: Wilders has not
        single-handedly terminated the careers of his opponents. It was nevertheless clear that certain politicians found it difficult to formulate an effective response to Wilders’s
        criticism – Job Cohen, who only served a short and disappointing spell as Labour leader, being a case in point.
        During his trial, Wilders has also successfully challenged several judges for lacking impartiality, leading to
        their replacement. What is more important, however, is that Wilders’s character attacks have been fundamental
        to the construction of a broader anti-establishment discourse, and thereby the electoral appeal of his PVV.
      


      
        Various studies have shown that individual-level political discontent is positively related to the likelihood
        of voting for a (radical right-wing) populist party (e.g., Betz, 1994; Lubbers, Gijsberts and Scheepers, 2002;
        Norris, 2005; Schumacher and Rooduijn, 2013). Besides agreeing with their policies, those who are attracted by
        a populist party typically also share its criticism of the (political) elites (van Kessel, 2015). Based on a
        case study of the Netherlands, including the left-wing Socialist Party and right-wing PVV, Rooduijn, van der
        Brug and de Lange (2016) furthermore show that there is a two-way causal process at work: existing feelings of
        political discontent contribute to the support for populist parties, but populist parties also “cue” their
        supporters with their anti-establishment message, and fuel their discontent. Recent research further suggests
        that it is not just general anti-establishment feelings that matter: populist party supporters also sign up to
        the populist arguments of their preferred party (Van Hauwaert and van Kessel, 2018). That is, they
        subscribe to the idea that politicians should follow the will of the people when it comes to making political
        decisions.
      


      
        Thus, even if Wilders did not technically commit character assassination, his rhetorical attacks have reached a
        receptive audience. What is more, if we assume the PVV is not only a “vote-seeking” but also a “policy-seeking”
        party aiming to steer the public debate and the political decision-making process, it is clear that it has been
        successful in reaching at least some of its goals. As support partner of the VVD-CDA minority government, the
        PVV was instrumental in the drafting of stricter immigration and cultural integration policies. More generally,
        Wilders has undoubtedly influenced other parties’ positions and rhetoric. In the run up to the 2017 election,
        Prime Minister Rutte wrote an open letter, published in Dutch newspapers, lamenting the abuse of liberty by
        people “who came to our country precisely because of that freedom” (VVD, 2017). He urged those people to accept
        Dutch values (to “act normal”) or to leave the country. CDA-leader Buma appeared to borrow from previous PVV
        manifestos by proposing that school children be taught the national anthem – a proposal that also reached the
        coalition agreement of the new government (VVD, CDA, D66, Christenunie, 2017, p. 19). The influence of the PVV
        could thus be noted in actual policies – from the symbolic to the more substantive – as well as the rhetoric of
        mainstream competitors.
      


      
        It is worth pointing out, finally, that Wilders’s political “crusade” has come at a high personal cost – though
        this relates more to his anti-Islam statements than his criticism of elites. He has received death threats even
        before the foundation of the PVV, and has been living under permanent security for over a decade (Vossen, 2017,
        p. 58). Wilders’s autobiography was tellingly titled Marked for Death (Wilders, 2012), and on multiple
        occasions during the autumn of 2017 he revealed via Twitter the ghastly threats he received on social media.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        This chapter has considered Geert Wilders as an aspiring character assassin. In his discourse the populist
        radical right politician has scorned representatives of the (political) elites, questioning the moral aspects
        of their behaviour and aiming to damage their reputation. Wilders blamed his targets for having lost touch with
        the views of ordinary people, typically portraying rival politicians at the domestic level as leftist,
        multiculturalist and unpatriotic. Elites at the European level were tarred with a
        similar brush, and the EU portrayed as an undemocratic super state threatening the sovereignty of nations.
        Other influential actors, such as judges and (state-funded) media, have been argued to share the views of the
        political elites, and to be involved in a smear campaign against Wilders’s PVV.
      


      
        While character attacks are clearly part and parcel of Geert Wilders’s politics, this particular case provides
        only one example of how these attacks are used by populist actors more generally. Essential to populism is the
        perception of elites as fundamentally immoral. Following Cas Mudde (2004, p. 544), “[p]opulism presents a
        Manichean outlook, in which there are only friends and foes. Opponents are not just people with different
        priorities and values, they are evil!” Clearly then, character attacks are inherent to the political
        discourse and strategy of populists, and naturally emanate from their normative distinction between “the elite”
        and “the people”.
      


      
        In the Netherlands, the rise of populist parties after the turn of the 21st century can at least in part be
        seen as a reaction to the “consociationalist” consensus-seeking politics that characterised the country for
        much of the 20th century (Lijphart, 1975; Andeweg and Irwin, 2009). Indeed, Dutch populist parties have all
        contended that the traditional parties formed an elitist clique, provided voters with little real alternatives,
        and ignored pressing social problems – not least related to immigration and multiculturalism. With the rise of
        populist parties, then, politics in the Netherlands has arguably become more confrontational.
      


      
        Wilders, the most prominent and durable of the Dutch populists to date, has aimed widely in his populist
        attacks – essentially, most if not all political opponents were seen as part of the same elite. At the same
        time, Wilders’s selection of targets has not been completely random: the emphasis in the PVV leader’s character
        attacks has shifted throughout the years, both in terms of actors targeted and issues at stake (van Kessel and
        Castelein, 2016). Especially after the party took a more nationalist turn, Wilders blamed the “progressive” and
        “left-wing” elites for selling out Dutch culture and facilitating Islamisation. While this theme certainly
        remained relevant in the following years, Wilders started focusing more on the government’s socio-economic
        policies during the economic crisis years, which he deemed ill-advised and harmful to the deserving Dutch
        natives. In this period, Wilders also increased his attacks on European elites, campaigning to leave the EU.
        The PVV leader afterwards turned down the volume on “Europe”, apparently doubting the electoral gain that could
        be made on the basis of this issue (see Pirro and van Kessel, 2017). This suggests that Wilders, and populist
        politicians in general, select their targets quite carefully, reacting to specific political events and
        opportunities.
      


      
        This chapter has argued that Wilders’s character attacks have not been without effect. The PVV has become a
        significant electoral force in Dutch politics and has influenced policies, the position and rhetoric of
        mainstream competitors, as well as the general political debate. It remains to be seen how much longer the PVV
        can persist electorally, and fend off competition from parties operating on similar ideological grounds.
        Ultimately, the PVV stands or falls with the fate of Wilders himself, which is an important weakness in terms
        of the organisation’s durability.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. Wilders, for instance, occasionally spoke derogatively of the “canal belt
        elite” (grachtengordel-elite), referring to well-off socially liberal urbanites living
        comfortably along the canals of Amsterdam.
      


      
        2. These opposition parties were the social liberals (D66), the greens
        (GreenLeft) and the Christian Union (CU). Oddly enough, the agreement was soon dubbed the “Kunduz Agreement”,
        since the same five parties previously supported a “police mission” to the Afghan province of Kunduz in 2011.
      


      
        3. Despite the fact that Wilders now presented himself as a defender of the
        welfare state, and the rights of the elderly in particular, he still clearly used the terms “socialist” and
        “left-wing” pejoratively.
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      Introduction


      
        The chapter is structured in three parts. The first part explores the relationship between character
        assassination (CA) and ad hominem arguments (AdHA) when the latter is operationalized as an instrument for the
        analysis of strategic political communication. The second part introduces the Greek party system, its
        transformation as a result of the financial crisis and the historical context of the Greek Referendum of 2015.
        Finally, the third part presents the results of a systematic content analysis of AdHA in three Greek
        parliamentary discussions on the referendum, thus demonstrating a novel methodological approach to integrating
        AdHA into political communication research.
      

    

    
      Ad Hominem and Character Assassination Attacks
      Compared


      
        In classical rhetorical theory, ethos is one of the three modes of persuasion outlined by Aristotle and
        Roberts (1954, p. 8) and refers specifically to arguments about the character of the author (Rh. 1.2.3
        1356a1–4). Brinton (1986, p. 246) defined the ethotic argument as “the kind of argument or technique of
        argumentation in which ethos is invoked, attended to, or represented in such a way as to lend credibility or
        detract credibility from conclusions which are being drawn. In ethotic argument the aim is to transfer… .
        credibility (or lack thereof ) from some person or persons to a conclusion.” If the person under discussion is
        considered a “bad character,” then the argument becomes a negative ethotic one.
      


      
        Ad hominem literally means “to the man, to the person”. As such, the AdHA or negative ethotic argument attacks
        the source of a proposal or an argument, rather than the proposal or the argument itself, with a particular
        focus on poor morals (Walton, 1998). Walton (1998, p. xi) states, “the ad hominem or personal attack argument
        is frequently the immediate defensive response to any new and powerfully upsetting argument on a controversial
        and polarized issue, especially when interests are threatened, and emotions are running high on the issue.” CA
        is defined as a “deliberate and sustained effort to damage the reputation of an individual” (Icks and Shiraev,
        2014, p. 3; Samoilenko et al., 2018).
      


      
        Ad hominem attacks and character assassination are two intimately related concepts, since they share
        intentionality, negativity and ethos. Walton (2006, p. 19) perceives character assassination as “one extreme in the portrayal of a person’s character.” Theorists in the emerging field of
        CA recognize AdHA to be a major analytical tool (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4). Nevertheless, there are notable
        differences. Not all character attacks are AdHAs. According to Walton (2006, p. 26), “to be an ad hominem
        argument the character attack must be used to devalue some specific argument that one party in the dialogue has
        put forward.” As Icks and Shiraev (2014, p. 4) elaborate, “unlike ad hominem attacks, character assassination
        assaults do not have to take place in the context of an open discussion or debate. Unlike character
        assassination, the use of an ad hominem argument is often perceived as justifiable when the claims made about a
        person’s character of actions are relevant to the conclusions being drawn.”
      


      
        Within the ad hominem literature, there is a strong debate about the fallacious nature of the argument. Indeed,
        to many authors, this constitutes a defining attribute of the approach. For example, Copi and Cohen (1986, p.
        97) define AdHA as “fallacious attack in which the trust is directed, not at a conclusion, but at the person
        who asserts or defends it.” While the notions of “fallacy,” of “legitimacy,” and of “publicity” constitute
        reasonable differences delimiting the two notions, what is missing is a precise formula that would
        differentiate between AdHAs that fall within the notion of CA and those that do not. Soccio and Barry (1992,
        pp. 126–128) offer a solution by identifying CA with specific subtypes of AdHAs. Such issues of delimitation
        should be further addressed as the field matures.
      


      
        Aristotle defines rhetoric as the faculty of discovering the means to persuade someone on any topic whatsoever.
        Thus, the structure and types of AdHA make it part of the field of rhetoric. At the same time, AdHA is a
        dominant instrument in the field of CA. The development of the CA field necessitates the systematic examination
        of the causalities underlying the use of CA practices. To this end, we borrow the analytical concept of
        “campaign mode” from the field of political communication. Burton and Shea (2003, p. 4) define this as “the
        state of mind that combines a visceral drive to win with a deep seated habit of strategic thinking. Ideally
        strategic thinking in campaign mode is based on the understanding of the political terrain that helps choose
        the right campaign rules.”
      


      
        Any form of campaign is a continuous decision-making process. Methodologically, this decision-making process is
        approached as a “black box,” a phenomenon whose function is not analysed directly but is extrapolated from an
        analysis of inputs and outputs. Taking the evidence of strategic choices of electoral communication methods as
        their main inputs and the objective realities of the campaign as their outputs, the theories connecting outputs
        to inputs are deduced (Samaras and Papathanassopoulos, 2006; Takas and Samaras, 2016). Statements like
        “Incumbents acclaim more and attack less than challengers” and “challengers discuss character more and policy
        less than incumbents” (Benoit, 2007, pp. 110–111) constitute research hypotheses that can be empirically tested
        on various campaigns and countries. They express a causal scheme where the independent variable is the
        objective condition of the source (incumbency) and the dependent variable the attributes of the message. This
        is an extensive line of research in political communication that has the capacity to support hypothesis
        formulation in the field of CA.
      


      
        Quantitative content analysis on political communication has effectively operationalized attributes of the
        political message like negativity and image/credibility, which are component aspects of the AdHA, but failed to
        do so for AdHAs as a whole. Major codebooks in the field, such as Kaid and Johnston’s Elements of
        Videostyle (2001) and Benoit’s Functional Theory (2007) do not incorporate taxonomies on AdHAs. This
        limitation restricts the use of AdHA to the field of rhetorical criticism and does not allow it to be employed
        to test research hypotheses formulated in the field of political communication. This paper thus presents a
        method that allows for the reliable identification and quantification of AdHAs.
      

    

    
      The Greek Party System and the Financial Crisis: Situational
      Analysis of the 2015 Referendum


      
        Greece, which had been a member of European Union since 1980, joined the Eurozone in 2002. Just seven years
        later, in autumn 2009, Greece found itself facing both a sovereign debt crisis and a borrowing crisis. The
        Greek financial crisis combined public deficit with high sovereign debt that became unmanageable when “the
        markets” declared Greece non-creditworthy and stopped lending to it. This situation endangered the
        sustainability of the euro, such that Greece appeared to be putting the Eurozone at risk (Kaitatzi-Whitlock,
        2014, p. 6).
      


      
        In October 2009, the centre-left Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK) had won the elections against the
        centre-right New Democracy (ND) by promising the redistribution of wealth through a fairer taxation system that
        would favour the lower and middle classes. (The two parties have traded off power since the fall of the junta
        in 1974.) As the Greek economy crumbled, however, the party made a U-turn, signing an emergency bailout
        agreement with European institutions and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), an agreement which imposed a
        series of harsh austerity measures straight from the neoliberal playbook (Katsambekis, 2015, p. 152).
      


      
        Austerity served as a political opportunity structure that altered party competition (Rori, 2016, p. 1323).
        Growing poverty, frustration and anger led large sections of voters to disavow their previous partisan
        alliances (Katsambekis, 2015, p. 155). As a result, bipartisanship in Greece collapsed. Two elections followed
        in quick succession, in May and June 2012. These contests saw the popular vote for PASOK shrink to
        unprecedented lows, severe losses for ND and the rise of the radical-left SYRIZA (Coalition of the Radical
        Left), which skyrocketed into second place. By November 2011 Prime Minister George Papandreou had resigned,
        paving the way for a coalition government between PASOK, ND and a smaller party under Lucas Papademos, an
        unelected technocrat. Ultimately, however, ND and PASOK formed a coalition government, while SYRIZA maintained
        its upward dynamic.
      


      
        SYRIZA adopted as its core cleavage the divide between “pro-memorandum” and “anti-memorandum” forces. This
        cleavage would supplement or substitute for the cleavage between left and right, identifying the
        anti-memorandum camp with the popular masses and the pro-memorandum camp with the elites. SYRIZA would
        establish itself as the most viable of the anti-memorandum parties, the political representative of Greek
        society’s opposition to austerity (Katsambekis, 2015, p. 156). What followed were two consecutive victories for
        SYRIZA. In the January 2015 elections, SYRIZA became the first party from the radical left to ascend to power
        in the EU; the September 2015 election confirmed its dominance (Rori, 2016, p. 1323). On both occasions, it had
        to form a coalition government with the right-wing populist ANEL (Independent Greeks). After six years of
        continuous recession, the newly elected SYRIZA – ANEL government entered into a politically charged negotiation
        with Greece’s creditors. After five months of unfruitful negotiations and with only four days before the
        bailout was due to expire, PM Alexis Tsipras announced that the forthcoming agreement of Greece with its
        creditors would be put to a referendum. The referendum, announced on 27 June, was scheduled for 5 July.
        Sixty-two per cent of Greece’s nearly ten million registered voters participated, of whom sixty-one percent
        voted “no” and thirty-nine percent said “yes” (Rori, 2016, p. 1334).
      


      
        Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European Commission, claimed that the referendum was “irrelevant” since
        the bailout had expired and the proposed agreement was no longer on the table. He countered that the real issue
        at stake was Greece’s membership in the Eurozone. Within Greece, too, the purpose and implications of the
        referendum were widely contested. The “No” camp invoked national pride and dignity, maintaining that the
        referendum was not about the currency or belonging in the Eurozone, but an opportunity to assess democracy and
        popular and national sovereignty. The “Yes” camp framed the question as a stance on Greece’s membership in the
        Eurozone and the EU, giving a “Yes” vote existential dimensions and constructing the “No” vote as an act of
        suicide (Rori, 2016, p. 1335; Tsatsanis and Teperoglou, 2016, p. 435). Tsatsanis and Teperoglou (2016, p. 436)
        postulate that the referendum “tapped onto a more fundamental divide in Greek politics between, on one side,
        hardline Eurosceptic and leftist, anti-austerity Eurocritical groups and, on the other, market-friendly and
        pro-European political forces.” As would be the case with the Brexit vote in the UK referendum the following
        year, it was those who felt themselves to have been “left behind” who carried the “No” campaign to victory.
      


      
      
        Table 11.1 Party Position at the Referendum
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        The EU’s control over Greece’s liquidity gave the creditors all the leverage they needed to force concessions:
        time was far more of a constraint on the Greek side than it was on the side of the creditors. Ultimately,
        despite the result of the referendum, the new government succumbed to pressure and ended up signing a third
        bailout deal that carried even harsher conditionality than the policies it had vowed to overturn. Yet SYRIZA
        suffered only minor losses in the September 2015 elections and managed to renew its mandate. The political
        parties that contributed to the three parliamentary debates analysed in this chapter were the following: the
        governing coalition parties SYRIZA (149 seats of 300) and ANEL (13 seats); the centre-right ND (76 seats); the
        centre-left PASOK (13 seats); the newly emerged centre-left POTAMI (17 seats); the extreme far-right Golden
        Dawn (17 seats); and the communist KKE (15 seats).
      

    

    
      Empirical Analysis of Ad Hominem Arguments and Their
      Use


      
        Methodology


        
          This chapter analyses three parliamentary discussions: one preceding the referendum and two held thereafter.
          These are the discussion of the Ministers’ Council’s 26 June decision to hold a referendum on a crucial
          national issue (27 June 2015); the discussion of the law “To negotiate and conclude a loan agreement with the
          European Stability Mechanism (ESM)” (10 July 2015); and the discussion of the law “Urgent arrangements for
          negotiating and concluding an agreement with the European Stability Mechanism” (15 July 2015). The two
          post-referendum discussions assessed were the only ones on the topic of the referendum prior to the
          dissolution of the parliament.
        


        
          Qualitative content analysis is employed. Two of the three authors of the paper independently reviewed the
          content (official transcripts) of all three parliamentary discussions, identified the segments containing an AdHA and placed them into an observation sheet. Every AdHA was
          identified independently by two of the co-authors and verified by the third. The structure of each argument
          was analysed and the argument was grouped into one of the subtypes of Walton’s (1998) typology, which the
          literature review process identified as the most complete of the available typologies. The source, target and
          theme of each AdHA were also identified. Sources were aggregated according to party. Furthermore, a grounded
          typology of targets was composed and its contents grouped into wider categories. Quantification emerged from
          this list of arguments rather than from a quantitative process of content analysis.
        


        
          The following section presents, in detail, the types of AdHA, as well as the frequency with which they
          occurred. The typical structure is cited for each argument, and examples of such arguments are analysed.
          Analysis of AdHA frequency distribution, their sources and targets allows us to identify the rhetorical topoi
          available to each party and the strategies employed.
        

      

      
        General or Abusive Ad Hominem Argument


        
          This is the simplest and most distinctive form of an AdHA. They are unambiguous frontal assaults, unvarnished
          attempts to defame an individual. Strenski (2004, p. 373) argues that they are not only the most offensive,
          but also the closest to being moral – or even legal – infractions. Abusive arguments are also the type of
          AdHA most closely related to the practice of character assassination. The typical structure of such an
          argument is:
        


        
          	Major premise: X is a person with a “bad” character.


          	Conclusion: Thus, X’s argument has to be rejected (Walton, 1998, p. 249).

        


        
          Abusive AdHA appears in five forms: from veracity, from prudence, from perception, from cognitive skills and
          from morals. These types exhibit exactly the same argument structure, but are differentiated by the content
          of the accusation that leads to the conclusion that the person referred to is an individual with a “bad
          character” (Walton, 1998, p. 215).
        


        
          From Veracity


          
            “A has a bad character for veracity. Therefore, A’s argument should not be accepted” (Walton, 1998, p.
            215). A typical example is: Why do you hide behind the Greek people? And thus you drag the people to
            vote for a “no,” without telling them what this means, because this was your plan from the start, to drag
            the people to an exit from the Euro.
          


          
            This argument was formulated by Samaras (a former prime minister from the ND party) and was aimed at Prime
            Minister Tsipras. The structure of the argument is representative of the ways in which parties that
            supported a “yes” vote used AdHA against the government. It focuses on Tsipras, both as an individual and
            as the personification of the government and his party. The structure of the argument is as follows:
          


          
            	Major premise: Any government that does not tell the truth on some issue and has a hidden agenda is not
            veracious.


            	Minor premise: The Tsipras government is not veracious, since it does not tell the people the truth
            about its intentions and their consequences, namely that “no” means bankruptcy and exit from the Euro.


            	Conclusion: Therefore, all that the Tsipras government says must be rejected.

          


          
            Sixty-one AdHAs from Veracity were recorded in the three parliamentary debates,
            comprising almost twelve percent of the total (see Table 11.2). They were principally employed by
            the parties that supported a “yes” vote in the referendum, as well as by the communist party (KKE). For all
            these opposition parties, the target was SYRIZA. The governing party itself, however, produced only seven
            AdHAs from veracity, which were used in a more forceful, less focused and more defensive way (see Table
            11.3).
          

        

        
          From Prudence


          
            “A has a bad character for prudent judgment. Therefore, A’s argument should not be accepted” (Walton, 1998,
            p. 215). The exploitation of AdHA from prudence was more limited, but similar in its sources and targets to
            arguments from veracity. We recorded only fourteen instances of AdHA from prudence (less than three per
            cent of the total – see Table 11.2). All AdHAs employed by the opposition were directed at SYRIZA.
            Again, SYRIZA made limited use of this technique, deploying it only three times, against a broad array of
            targets – thus signalling, in this case too, a relatively defensive stance (see Table 11.3). Spyros
            Lykoudis of Potami targeted Tsipras with this typical example:
          


          
            Mr. Prime Minister, you said the bell would toll. The bell tolls and it tolls about us. The bell tolls
            about us all, but it also tolls about you. Will you be the fateful Prime Minister of destruction, poverty
            and isolation for the country? I do not wish to even contemplate this, but in any case you do not have the
            right to “gamble the future of the country on a roll of the dice.”
          


          
          
            Table 11.2 Frequency
            Distribution of Ad Hominem Arguments
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            Table 11.3 Ad Hominem Arguments per Source of Attack
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            The structure of the argument is:
          


          
            	Major premise: If the prime minister of a country acts without considering the effects of his actions
            on the nation and gambles with its future, then he is not prudent.


            	Minor premise: Since Prime Minister Tsipras is gambling with the country’s future, he is not
            prudent.


            	Conclusion: All he says must be rejected.

          


          
            This is common rhetorical ground for interparty criticism in high-risk negotiation tactics. Figurative
            language rich in images is used to accentuate the “imprudent,” a widespread feature of AdHAs from prudence
            by members of opposition.
          

        

        
          From Perception


          
            “A has a bad character for realistic perception of his situation. Therefore, A’s argument should not be
            accepted” (Walton, 1998, p. 215). A characteristic example is this quote from Nikos Nikolopoulos (ANEL):
          


          
            
              It makes one wonder when professors, academics of such high calibre as Mr. Venizelos and Mr. Fortsakis,
              can still claim not to have understood what Mr. Voutsis said!
            


            
              	Major premise: Academic professors have the ability to understand the state of affairs as expressed
              by a minister.


              	Minor premise: Venizelos and Fortsakis, despite being academics, did not understand, thus they do not
              have a realistic perception of the state of affairs.


              	Conclusion: Their arguments must, therefore, be rejected.

            

          


          
            AdHAs from perception were employed twenty-seven times (approximately five per cent of the total – see
            Table 11.2). The government’s disregard of the referendum verdict and the conclusion of an agreement
            with the European Stability Mechanism increased the use of such attacks from three per cent (eleven
            attacks) before the referendum to more than ten per cent (sixteen attacks) thereafter. As a result of the
            SYRIZA administration’s flip-flop, it was increasingly targeted by AdHAs from perception in the
            post-referendum debates.
          

        

        
          From Cognitive Skills


          
            “A has a bad character for logical reasoning. Therefore, A’s argument should not be accepted” (Walton,
            1998, p. 215). AdHAs from cognitive skills were employed fifteen times in the debate (three per cent).
            SYRIZA directed the three AdHAs it employed against ND and PASOK and was the target of all such attacks by
            opposition parties.
          


          
            In certain cases, the AdHA from cognitive skills constitutes a direct attack on the cognitive capacity of
            the “other.” A characteristic case is the statement by Mr. Lafazanis: “Mr. Venizelos, PASOK, ND understood
            nothing? Nothing of what happened in this country during the last five years? Absolutely nothing at all?”
            In other cases, the undermining of the cognitive abilities of the opponent rests on the pointing out of
            major errors and misconceptions. The structure of the AdHA may not be the principal rhetorical act, but may
            function complementarily to accentuate an issue of policy and politics by creating a bridge between the
            political debate and image shaping. A characteristic example is Mavroudis Voridis’s (ND) attack on the
            government:
          


          
            You are only faced with a “small” issue: You don’t have money. You are
            missing a tiny detail, a detail that you’ve always missed, that you never had. This entire beautiful
            programme, which you valued at €12 billion, the poor thing, it is €12 billion plus 22 more for the
            liabilities of the country for this year. It is €34 billion. And now you came to govern, Messrs. Ministers,
            and whereas we were once in the fairyland of the Left, we are now floating.
          


          
            The structure of the argument is:
          


          
            	Major premise: Those who cannot calculate the cost of programmes properly and make calculations have
            limited cognitive abilities.


            	Minor premise: The government has a limited ability to perceive the state of affairs and make
            calculations.


            	Conclusion: All that the government and its ministers are saying must be rejected as unreasonable.

          

        

        
          From Morals


          
            “A has a bad character for personal moral standards. Therefore, A’s argument should not be accepted”
            (Walton, 1998, p. 215). This is the most frequent type of abusive AdHA and the second most frequent in the
            parliamentary debate on the referendum. It has been employed on ninety-nine occasions (nineteen per cent –
            see Table 11.2). The SYRIZA administration’s flip-flop increased the post-referendum employment of
            From Morals AdHA from fourteen per cent (fifty instances) to thirty-one percent (forty-nine instances). The
            targeting varies depending on the source of the message and the role of the attack. Again, the opposition
            parties supporting “yes” all target SYRIZA, while SYRIZA’s targets are more dispersed. Half of its attacks
            in this category were directed against foreign forces, while the other half attacked PASOK and Potami. GD
            had an equal split between arguments targeting SYRIZA and those directed against foreign forces, while KKE
            focused on SYRIZA. One example of AdHA from morals is Nikos Filis’s (SYRIZA) denunciation of the foreign
            factor (Eurogroup):
          


          
            This decision by the Eurogroup is obviously tantamount to vengeance against democracy in Greece, namely
            against democracy in Europe.
          


          
            The structure of the argument is:
          


          
            	Major Premise: When an institution turns against democracy, it is deprived of moral standing.


            	Minor Premise: The Eurogroup has turned vengefully against democracy in Greece and Europe and is,
            therefore, of low moral standing.


            	Conclusion: All that the Eurogroup says must be considered unreasonable.

          


          
            SYRIZA’s use of generalized AdHA against the foreign factor deconstructs the image of the foreign factor
            and builds the notion of difficulties in the negotiation, thus pre-empting the attribution of blame for
            negative results. The attack also serves to anchor SYRIZA the governing party conceptually in the rhetoric
            it used as an opposition party.
          


          
            Among AdHAs, the abusive attack is the most closely associated with character assassination (Soccio and
            Barry, 1992, p. 126; Strenski, 2004, p. 373). Abusive attacks also account for almost forty-two per cent of
            all AdHAs in the three parliamentary discussions (216 of 520). The government’s disregard for the verdict
            of the referendum and its conclusion of an agreement with the European Union were perceived as a flip-flop
            that altered the rhetorical topoi available to the parties, thus affecting the
            employment of abusive AdHAs. Their relative importance expanded from thirty-five per cent (128 of 361) in
            the pre-referendum debates to fifty-five per cent (88 of 159) following the referendum.
          

        
      

      
        Circumstantial AdHA as a General Category


        
          This set of AdHAs takes its name from the practice of substituting an attack on a person’s circumstances for
          a critique of the arguments at issue (Strenski, 2004, p. 376). Walton (1998) divides the category into three
          subtypes: (a) pragmatic inconsistency, organized on the basis of “you say one thing and do another”; (b)
          circumstantial in the narrow sense, organized on the basis of “you don’t do as you say”; and (c) the argument
          from inconsistent commitment. Given that all three AdHAs that fall into this group exhibited the same pattern
          in terms of targeting, we shall start by presenting their structure using examples. The information about how
          they are used refers to all attacks.
        


        
          Pragmatic Inconsistency


          
            The typical structure of the argument is as follows:
          


          
            	Major Premise: Person A advocates argument X, which has proposition Y as its conclusion.


            	Minor Premise: A has carried out an action or set of actions that imply that A is personally committed
            to not-Y (the opposite of Y).


            	1st Conclusion: Therefore, A is a bad person.


            	2nd Conclusion: Therefore, the X argument of A should not be accepted (Walton, 1998, p. 218).

          


          
            Here is an example of a pragmatic inconsistency AdHA by Lykoudis against Tsipras:
          


          
            The Prime Minister informed us a few days ago that the negotiation had just begun. Obviously he was
            haunting ghosts before that. He seems to be forgetting the agreement of 20 February, when he accepted the
            extension of the current programme, namely the memorandum. He let the money slip through his fingers,
            assumed specific commitments and, indeed, took the ownership of the reforms upon himself with excessive
            arrogance and for the first time. He has exhausted all the initial capital of goodwill from the partners,
            and has lost friends and support.
          


          
            The pragmatic inconsistency on the basis of which Tsipras’s ethos is deconstructed rests on the
            contradistinction of statements and actions. The structure is:
          


          
            	Major Premise: Tsipras supports the negotiation beginning now, something that means that there are no
            prior agreements with the lenders.


            	Minor Premise: Did Tsipras forget that he signed a new agreement in February, something that serves to
            demonstrate that he has committed himself (by his actions) to an extension of the memorandum?


            	Conclusion: Tsipras’s argument that the negotiation has just begun must be rejected.

          

        

        
          (Narrow Sense) Circumstantial AdHA


          
            Combines generic circumstantial with pragmatic inconsistency to produce a complex two-stage argumentation
            scheme. Its typical structure is as follows:
          


          
            	Major Premise: A advocates argument X, which has proposition a as its
            conclusion.


            	1st Minor Premise: A has carried out an action or set of actions that imply that A is personally
            committed to not-X (the opposite, or negation of X).


            	2nd Minor Premise: Therefore, A is a bad person.


            	Conclusion: Therefore, A’s argument X should not be accepted (Walton, 1998, p. 219).

          


          
            Ilias Kasidiaris (GD) employed such an AdHA against Tsipras:
          


          
            We have heard infinite bragging. “We are going to get the money from the Lagarde list,” claimed Tsipras
            during the campaign. Then Minister Nikoloudis came here and admitted that this is technically
            impossible.
          


          
            Despite the fact that the argument is incomplete, given that some premises are implied, its structure
            clearly makes it part of the circumstantial AdHA (narrowly defined) category:
          


          
            	Major Premise: Tsipras bragged during the campaign that he would get money from the Lagarde list.


            	First Minor Premise: Nikoloudis, a minister in Tsipras’s government, belied him by claiming that this
            is technically impossible.


            	Second Minor Premise: Tsipras is bad.


            	Conclusion: Tsipras’s claim regarding the return of money from the Lagarde list must be rejected.

          

        

        
          Argument from Inconsistent Commitment


          
            Its structure as follows:
          


          
            	Major Premise: A is committed to proposition X (generally, or in virtue of what she has said).


            	Minor Premise: A is committed to proposition not-X, which is the conclusion of an argument that A
            presently advocates.


            	Conclusion: Therefore, A’s argument X should not be accepted (Walton, 1998, p. 220).

          


          
            A characteristic example of this is provided by Evangelos Venizelos (PASOK), who again targets Tsipras:
          


          
            Ms. Chairwoman, in October 2011 the then-Chairman of SYRIZA, Mr. Alexis Tsipras, said the following,
            referring to the then-Prime Minister: “If the Prime Minister attempts to carry out a referendum and pose to
            the people the dilemma of ‘Euro and (austerity) measures or exit’, then the meltdown of the economy, the
            bankruptcy of the country will come well before the ballot.” And here we stand, after the arrangements of
            yesterday’s Cabinet Meeting and Mr. Tsipras’s announcements – the converse ones now – that he makes as the
            Prime Minister.
          


          
            The structure of the argument is as follows:
          


          
            	Major Premise: In the past, Mr. Tsipras was clearly opposed to the referendum proposed by Mr.
            Papandreou, stressing the risks it posed to the future of the country.


            	Minor Premise: Mr. Tsipras did exactly the opposite by himself proposing a referendum.


            	Conclusion: Mr. Tsipras’s argument on the referendum must, therefore, be rejected, since he says one
            thing and does another.

          


          
            In the three discussions under study, twenty-five narrowly defined
            circumstantial AdHAs were employed (almost five per cent – see Table 11.2), twenty-six (five per
            cent) pragmatic inconsistency ones and fourteen (nearly three per cent) inconsistent commitment ones. All
            three subtypes of the circumstantial AdHA had a common target and served the same need in terms of
            strategic thinking. With the exception of one pragmatic inconsistency argument deployed by an ANEL MP
            against PASOK, all other such AdHAs were used by opposition MPs against the ruling party and Tsipras. All
            opposition parties employed them in a fairly similar manner. Analysis here demonstrates the existence of a
            rhetorical topos open to the opposition.
          

        
      

      
        Double Standard Argument


        
          The formal structure of this argument is as follows:
        


        
          	Major Premise: The respondent has one policy with respect to a and another (different) policy with
          respect to b.


          	Minor Premise: a is similar to b or comparable to b in some relevant respect.


          	Conclusion: Therefore, the respondent is using a double standard (Walton, 1998, p. 222).

        


        
          A characteristic example comes courtesy of Nikos Voutsis (SYRIZA) and is targeted against the
          “memorandum-advocating forces in the opposition,” a construct that includes ND, PASOK and Potami:
        


        
          The attempt to impose on our country a completely different rationale with a strong, obvious and
          permanent, unjust class and social sign against the employees, the unemployed, the youth, the women, the
          low-income pensioners and the farmers is manifest and cannot be left uncommented upon by the opposition
          forces who, in other respects, criticize us for our negotiating tactics.
        


        
          The structure of the argument is:
        


        
          	Major Premise: The forces of the opposition criticize the negotiating tactics of the government.


          	Minor Premise: They do not criticize the efforts made to impose permanent and unjust measures on Greek
          society via the memorandum.


          	Conclusion: The opposition forces employ a double standard.

        


        
          The “use of double standards” argument tends to operate on two levels. On the first level, ethos is
          deconstructed by demonstrating the existence of bias by accentuating its behavioural dimension:
          discrimination. On the second level, deconstruction is effected through the establishment of identity and
          otherness. The opponent’s purported discrimination allows the speaker to make the opponent an Other, against
          the collective “us,” the identity of the audience. In the example, the double standards credited to the
          memorandum-advocating forces make them appear to discriminate in favour of the “foreign factor that imposes
          unjust measures on the people” (establishment of otherness) and fights the “government which is negotiating
          for the people” (establishment of identity). Thus, AdHA becomes an instrument of populistic discourse.
        


        
          Double standards were recorded thirty times (six per cent – see Table 11.2), eighteen in the pre- and
          twelve in the post-referendum period. The governmental flip-flop radically altered the instrumentalization of
          this AdHA. In the pre-referendum debate, it functioned as the defensive weapon of choice for SYRIZA and for
          the deconstruction of the parliamentary opposition supporting “yes” in the referendum. It was employed on
          eight occasions by SYRIZA: twice against ND, once against PASOK and three time in
          a collective manner against ND and PASOK MPs, as well as a further twice against the wider schema of
          “memorandum-advocating opposition forces.” The emphasis on the wider groupings in this argument is associated
          with the process for the establishment of wider “otherness” for reasons of confrontation. Correspondingly, it
          was invoked three times by GD, twice by Potami and once by PASOK (all against SYRIZA). In the post-referendum
          debates, SYRIZA had to practically abandon this argument. It was employed by opposition parties on seven
          occasions to attack the government and on four occasions to attack the “drachma gang,” a derogatory term
          referring to the part of SYRIZA that remained loyal to an anti-EMU course of action.
        

      

      
        The Tu Quoque AdHA


        
          This type of ad hominem is used in response to another AdHA. Its typical structure is:
        


        
          	Proponent-Accusation: Respondent, you are a bad person, because you have a bad character and you are
          circumstantially inconsistent, biased, and so forth. Therefore, your argument should not be accepted.


          	Respondent-Rebuttal: You are just as bad a person, therefore your ad hominem argument against me should
          not be accepted as having any worth (Walton, 1998, p. 235).

        


        
          When the Tu Quoque AdHA appears in these particular parliamentary debates, it tends to be elliptical and
          signified by means of the activation of the context of the discussion wherein it appears. This AdHA was
          employed on eight occasions (one-and-a-half per cent of the time – see Table 11.2). Its use is in part
          the outcome and product of discourse dynamics, driven by a strategic planning that seeks to assimilate
          blunders into issues of policy.
        

      

      
        The Two Wrongs AdHA


        
          This ad hominem is similar to the previous one and exhibits the typical structure:
        


        
          	Proponent: Respondent, you are a bad person (because you have a bad character, are circumstantially
          inconsistent, biased, etc.). Therefore, your argument should be not accepted.


          	Respondent: You are just as bad, therefore your ad hominem argument against me should not be accepted as
          having any worth (Walton, 1998, p. 236).

        


        
          It appears only six times, always by SYRIZA and ANEL MPs against opposition parties supporting “yes” in the
          referendum. Its use is defensive and caused by the dynamic of the interaction that developed in the context
          of this particular debate.
        

      

      
        The Guilt by Association AdHA


        
          This argument attempts to deconstruct the opponent’s ethos by association with an individual or an affair
          that carries negative connotations. Its structure is:
        


        
          	Major Premise: A is a member of or is associated with group G, which should be morally condemned.


          	Minor Premise: Therefore A is a bad person.


          	Conclusion: Therefore A’s argument should not be accepted (Walton, 1998, p. 238).

        


        
          Let us now turn to two typical examples of such arguments in this parliamentary
          debate. The source of the first is Theodoros Fortsakis (ND) and his target is the government:
        


        
          the Government now comes to put on the shoulders of these people who have been through such hardship …
          and they tell the people, “You decide, I the Prime Minister, I the Minister of Economics will not do so.”
          The dictators did this, back in 1973 when I was a student, and I remember Papadopoulos asking those who
          opposed the crown to vote the king down, since he believed that this way he could usurp their vote and show
          that they could supposedly be pro-junta.
        


        
          The structure of the argument in the example is:
        


        
          	Major Premise: The junta transferred the responsibility of decision-making to the people and entrapped it
          in a fake dilemma with a distinctly propagandistic character by means of the 1973 referendum.


          	First Minor Premise: The SYRIZA government shifts the burden of responsibility to the common people,
          entrapping them in a false dilemma.


          	Second Minor Premise: The SYRIZA government is like the junta of the Colonels. It is “bad.”


          	Conclusion: All that the government supports must be rejected.

        


        
          The second example comes courtesy of Nikos Nikolopoulos (ANEL) and is aimed against those supporting a “yes”
          vote in the referendum:
        


        
          If Merkel voted, if Schäuble voted, what would they vote on Sunday? That depends – each one of us can
          contemplate, when the issue of its constitutionality is resolved, what the foreigners would want from us.
          Those who suggest that they would like us to say “YES to everything” really deserve this, to say “YES.”
          However, they must come out and say it openly and with courage, knowing that their identification with them
          [the foreign powers] will follow them forever. Thank you.
        


        
          The structure of the argument is as follows:
        


        
          	Major Premise: Whoever identifies with the foreign factor on an issue of national policy is “bad.”


          	First Minor Premise: If Merkel and Schäuble voted in the referendum, they would vote the same as “yes”
          supporters.


          	Second Minor Premise: “Yes” supporters are “bad.”


          	Conclusion: Their arguments must be rejected.

        


        
          In “guilt by association” ad hominem arguments, the construction of negative ethos is effected via two
          rhetorical choices: firstly, to choose an affair with a strong pre-existing negative ethos; and second, to
          transfer the negative load from that affair to the opponent. The first choice groups by association, thus
          establishing the opponent’s otherness, while the second demonises such otherness. The effectiveness of the
          rhetorical choices determines the effectiveness of the “guilt by association” argument. Given that identity
          is created through juxtaposition with otherness, the establishment of the opponent’s otherness a
          contrario accentuates the speaker’s identificatory elements. Such an emphatic coexistence of the
          deconstruction of ethos with identity management poses the question of which of the two processes is dominant
          and which auxiliary. In the first example, the identification of the Colonels’ Junta with SYRIZA appears to
          serve primarily to nullify the credibility of these specific practices. By contrast, in the second example, ethotic deconstruction serves to establish identity. The target is the common
          categoric subsumption of the vague and broad group “supporters of YES to the referendum” with the Troika,
          thus establishing the demonised other.
        


        
          Forty-three “guilt by association” AdHAs are observed (eight per cent of the total – see Table 11.2).
          The governmental flip-flop radically altered the instrumentalization of this AdHA too. In the pre-referendum
          debate, its use was almost equally divided between the government and the opposition. In the post-referendum
          debates, SYRIZA had to abandon this AdHA; it was used solely by opposition parties to attack the
          administration and the “drachma gang.” Although different sources lead to the establishment of different
          othernesses, the use of “guilt by association” AdHA is always offensive and not defensive.
        

      

      
        Bias, Poisoning the Well and Poisoning the Well by Alleging
        Group Bias Ad Hominem Arguments


        
          Bias is a lack of sufficient balance in the particular dialogue a participant is supposed to be engaged in
          (Walton, 1991, p. 19). The simplest form is the Bias AdHA, where bias is an isolated action. The typical form
          of the argument is as follows:
        


        
          	Major Premise: Person A, the proponent of argument X, is biased.


          	Minor Premise: Person A’s bias is a failure to participate honestly in a type of dialogue D which
          includes argument X.


          	First Conclusion: Therefore, A should not be given as much credibility as he or she would have without
          the bias. (Walton, 1998, p. 228).

        


        
          The second variation is the “poisoning the well” AdHA. It is an extension of the bias argument that suggests
          that the person’s bias is hardened; it is so fixed that we could never believe what this person says because
          he or she always adheres to the particular bias or point of view, such that his or her arguments are never
          really based on independent evidence but merely advocate for this point of view. The implication is that we
          can never trust this person to be impartial or open-minded. The strategy is to close off the argument on the
          grounds that the other party will not adhere to the collaborative rules of the dialogue (Walton, 1998, p.
          15). This is a very toxic argument for public discourse, as it leads to exclusion.
        


        
          Finally, the third type is the “poisoning the well by alleging group bias” argument. It is an extension of
          the second type in the sense that membership of a particular group is the purported reason for a hardened
          bias. This introduces to the analysis the image of the group involved and thus the interaction between the
          ethos of the individual being attacked and the collective ethos of the group involved in the construction of
          the bias AdHA. Previous research on the use of bias-type AdHAs in the Greek parliament (Samaras, Papagianni
          and Papaioannou, 2013) identified two different strategies: firstly, the process of hardening the bias can be
          a method of deconstructing the collective ethos of an opposing group; secondly, the image of a demonised
          group might be mobilised for reasons of counter-conditioning, in order to transfer negative image attributes
          and meaning to a particular person and undermine his credibility.
        


        
          In the parliamentary debates under study, the need to establish and reconstruct identities and otherness is
          so strong that the “poisoning of the well by alleging group bias” AdHA absorbs the other two types of bias
          AdHA. It is characteristic that only five (one per cent – see Table 11.2) simple bias and seven ( just
          over one per cent) fixed bias AdHAs appear, while 138 (twenty-seven per cent) “poisoning of the well by
          alleging group bias” arguments were observed, rendering this form the most frequently employed of all AdHAs.
        


        
          The government’s conclusion of an agreement with the European Union affected the
          patterns of use of the “poisoning of the well by alleging group bias” AdHA. While the two governmental
          parties maintained the same level of usage of this AdHA in the two periods (SYRIZA: twenty-four of a total
          seventy-six AdHAs – thirty-two per cent in the pre-referendum debate and thirty-six per cent in the
          post-referendum one; ANEL – twenty-eight per cent beforehand and twenty-five per cent afterwards), the
          percentage for all opposition parties radically declined: ND (twenty per cent down to four per cent), PASOK
          (twenty-four per cent down to eleven per cent), Potami (thirty-seven per cent down to seventeen per cent),
          KKE (forty-two per cent down to twenty-two per cent), and GD (thirty-six per cent down to seven per cent).
        


        
          Both governmental parties employed the argument offensively, against supporters of the memorandum in
          parliament and (secondarily) the “foreign factor.” This rhetoric was sustained after the change of policy in
          order to maintain continuity with their election anti-memorandum rhetoric. GD and KKE employed “poisoning the
          well by alleging group bias” arguments where SYRIZA and the lenders were grouped together. In the
          pre-referendum debate, this operated as a rhetorical scheme that pre-empted SYRIZA’s turn toward the
          memorandum, interpreting it as an act of submission; in the post-referendum debate, it was used to capitalise
          on the flip-flop.
        

      
    

    
      Conclusions


      
        An important observation relates to the number of AdHAs employed in the one and only parliamentary debate on
        the referendum that took place before said referendum: 361 (see Table 11.2). This number raises
        questions regarding the quality of parliamentary debate and accentuates the need for systematic analysis of the
        phenomenon. The two post-referendum parliamentary discussions accounted for only 159 AdHAs between them, but
        this is due to the shorter duration of the discussions rather than to any improvement in their quality. This
        concern is magnified by: (a) the dominance of abusive AdHAs (forty-two per cent), the type most closely
        associated with CA; and (b) the fact that the most frequent sub-type of AdHA is “poisoning the well by alleging
        group bias,” which is toxic for the public sphere.
      


      
        Politicians frequently employ CA as a means to polarise. Each attack delimits the opponent as well as the
        proponent, who is defined in contradistinction to the “demonised” other. The focus of the attack determines
        both the breadth and type of the rivalry. Research in Greece prior to the financial crisis identified two
        different vocabularies of negativity: (a) negativity produced from the binary opposition between the two main
        parties, which trade off power; and (b) negativity incorporated into the party’s image-making process (Samaras
        and Papathanassopoulos, 2006).
      


      
        The restructuring of the Greek party system due to the financial crisis obviously undermined the grammar of
        binary opposition. Still, by associating targets of AdHAs with sources, this grammar seems to re-emerge in a
        manner of speaking. Two groups of parties direct their attacks against one another, while no use of AdHAs is
        observed within each group. One group is comprised of the coalition government parties, SYRIZA and ANEL, whose
        attacks focus principally on the other group, comprised of the opposition parties supporting “yes” in the
        referendum: ND, PASOK and Potami. This group, in turn, focuses its AdHAs exclusively on SYRIZA and its leader
        (ND: ninety-eight per cent; PASOK: ninety-nine per cent; and Potami: eighty-two per cent). Finally, the two
        opposition parties that have adopted a fierce anti-memorandum stance have different targeting. They too direct
        their AdHAs against SYRIZA and Tsipras, however the focus is lower (KKE: sixty-two per cent; GD: seventy per
        cent), with the remaining AdHAs dispersed across a wide range of targets and aim to enhance party image by
        demonisation. It should be noted, however, that though KKE and GD exhibit similar patterns of AdHA
        distribution, the two parties are ideologically polar opposites.
      


      
        The presentation of sources and targets by AdHA type throughout this paper allows
        for the drawing of conclusions with respect to the manner by which such arguments were utilized in terms of
        strategic communication by each party and, as an extension, the rhetorical topoi available to it. In the 2015
        referendum, the opposition’s AdHAs responded to the positive ethotic arguments on the basis of which the SYRIZA
        government had won the elections in January of that year. The desideratum for the opposition was not to
        mobilize a pre-existing negative ethos, but to infer, over the course of the referendum campaign, a negative
        definitive ethos that would function as the initial negative ethos for the coming general elections. These
        processes for the reframing and re-construal of meaning, in the historic context of SYRIZA’s transition from
        anti-memorandum rhetoric to memorandum practice, affected the use of AdHAs. Such campaign dynamics guide the
        employment of CA practices.
      


      
        The development of the CA field necessitates a systematic examination of the causalities underlying the use of
        CA practices. The systematic exploration of AdHAs, in a manner that results in quantifiable data (as was done
        in this chapter), may facilitate this process. The quantification of results, when combined with the “campaign
        mode” perspective, allows one to formulate and examine research hypotheses. Knowledge ensues from such a
        comparison. Future measurements, at different historical points and in different countries, will allow for the
        further formulation and examination of research hypotheses that operationalise a causal association and that
        have the exigencies of the parties as their independent variables, with the changes to the available rhetorical
        topoi and the strategic thinking of the parties as its intermediary variables, and the use of AdHAs and other
        instruments of character assassination as their dependent variable. This constitutes a roadmap for the further
        development of the CA research field.
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    The Role of Propaganda in the Character Assassination of World
    Leaders in International Affairs


    
      Greg Simons
    


    
      Propaganda has traditionally been considered a passive form of communication where the “consumer” has little or
      no opportunity to provide feedback to the communicator. It has also, by virtue of its nature, aimed for a more
      transactional relationship between the messenger and the target public. However, the development of modern
      information communication technology has been instrumental in changing the dynamics of propaganda, particularly
      as they relate to key events and people within international affairs.
    


    
      Traditional mass media (radio, television and print) have long held significant “gatekeeping” power and ability
      to persuade and influence audiences; they still do. Today, however, there are new voices on the media landscape.
      Social media – and social media groups, in particular – allow like-minded individuals, regardless of where they
      are geographically located, to meet virtually and engage in many-to-many discussion of what they consider to be
      important issues. Such dynamics create relational partnerships between this collective of individuals.
    


    
      Political marketing, based on notions of relational marketing and mutually beneficial exchange between
      communicator and target audience, is considered an active form of communication which is intended to shape people
      and events in the political environment ( Johansen, 2012; Newman, 1999; Ormrod, Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy,
      2013). Notably, not all researchers see political marketing as positive. Instead, they view it as a subversion of
      democracy that disconnects the public from the political process (Savigny, 2008).
    


    
      Political marketing is normally associated with a particular country’s political environment, but it is becoming
      apparent that it can also operate at the international level (Simons, 2018). It is the intention of this chapter
      to explore and analyse possible linkages between political marketing, propaganda and character assassination
      within the specific context of projections of world leaders caught in crises that are connected to iconic events
      in international affairs. The first step is to examine if such linkages are possible from a
      theoretical/conceptual perspective. Next, it is necessary to detail and analyse those linkages, testing them with
      empirical data. Finally comes the question of whether there are any common means of attacking a world leader’s
      intangibles within the context of international events.
    


    
      This chapter concerns the convergence of propaganda, character assassination and
      political marketing within a negative political campaign that is intended to adversely affect the target’s
      intangible assets (image, brand and reputation) such as to eventually affect his or her tangible abilities (the
      ability to sway an audience and narrow possible operational choices of the target of CA). Such campaigns are
      often waged within the framework of a political crisis, which is represented by an iconic event. This chapter
      uses the examples of Vladimir Putin and the shooting down of MH-17 over Ukraine and the media reporting on Donald
      Trump around the November 2016 US presidential election. Outwardly, the two cases display some differences: they
      relate to different countries and political systems, one involves a head of state and the other a prospective
      head of state, the incidents took place on different continents. At the tangible level, one case involves the
      loss of non-combatants’ lives in an armed conflict, the other an alleged attack on the fundamental values of a
      national political system. In both cases, however, at the intangible level, well-known political and public
      figures were subjected to an emotion-based character assassination campaign.
    


    
      Political Marketing and Political Actors


      
        The focus of this particular section is on political marketing, but not from the traditional perspective of the
        discipline. Traditionally, the objective of political marketing is to make a political product more attractive
        in the political market. In this instance, by contrast, the goal is to severely compromise the political image
        and reputation of a political actor to the extent that it begins to affect the target’s operational capacity
        and choices. It is the goal of this chapter to delve into the field of anti-marketing and the attempt to
        “brand-jack” a political image and brand. First, however, it is necessary to recap the current state of
        political marketing and its objectives, particularly as these relate to the political persona.
      


      
        Political marketing currently assumes an active form of communication that engages communicators and the target
        audience in a mutually beneficial relationship. These aspects and elements are stressed in different
        definitions of the term and practice of political marketing:
      


      
        
          Political marketing is a perspective from which to understand phenomena in the political sphere, and an
          approach that seeks to facilitate political exchanges of value through interactions in the electoral,
          parliamentary and governmental markets to manage relationships with stakeholders.
        


        
          (Ormrod, Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy, 2013, p. 18)
        


        
          [Political marketing involves] the processes of exchanges and establishing, maintaining, and enhancing
          relationships among objects in the political market (politicians, political parties, voters, interest groups,
          institutions), whose goal is to identify and satisfy their needs and develop political leadership.
        


        
          (Cwalina, Falkowski and Newman, 2011, p. 17)
        

      


      
        These definitions highlight that ideally, political marketing involves active relational engagement and
        mutually beneficial outcomes. Public opinion is one means of determining whether attempts to market a political
        actor are working: “Success in politics is measured by the ability of a leader to move public opinion in the
        direction he or she wants to move” (Newman, 1999, p. 46). In this chapter, the success of a negative marketing
        campaign is measured by its ability to reduce the popularity and approval ratings of its target in opinion
        polls.1
      


      
        The popularity of a political actor is linked to the public perception of his or her
        intangible qualities. Emotions therefore play an important role in the public’s perception and evaluation of
        key political figures: “Politics comes down to our gut reactions about politicians and their ideas. The
        emotions that we feel when we watch leaders are an integral part of how we judge politicians” (Newman, 1999, p.
        89). Newman refers to politics as a “national game,” observing that “marketing is now the name of the game, and
        political consultants are the coaches and managers who determine the outcome, with the media serving as
        umpires” (1999, p. 18).
      


      
        Within this emotional setting emerges the notion of a brand: “Branding is about how a political organisation or
        individual is perceived overall. It is broader than the product; whereas a product has a functional purpose, a
        brand offers something additional, which is more psychological and less tangible” (Lees-Marshment, 2009, p.
        110). An individual’s strategic positioning within the broader political market and personal brand are central
        in determining his or her success or failure. Johansen (2012, p. 40) contends that the outcome “relies
        principally on competition as the ultimate driver of action at all levels of the ‘market’ ”: the resonance of
        an individual’s brand and perceptions of his or her effectiveness are influenced not only by the qualities the
        individual projects, but also by the perceived qualities of his or her competitors.
      


      
        Cwalina, Falkowski and Newman (2011, pp. 158–159) “consider emotions as a separate element not only influencing
        voters’ behaviours, but also shaping the way of perceiving a candidate’s agenda and receiving political
        information broadcast by the media.” Thus, the aspects of emotion, communication and perception interact and
        influence one another in a contextual relationship:
      


      
        
          In covering the prevailing power struggle, there is typically increased emphasis on the actors’ appearance,
          autobiography and leadership qualities, as well as their policies. This personality-based coverage has both
          been a response to and encouraged the use of a coterie of media specialists.
        


        
          (Stanyer and Wring, 2004, p. 2)
        

      


      
        This quotation demonstrates the importance of a projected communication-based perception in shaping the value
        quality of an actor’s intangible qualities (and implied tangible qualities and abilities). Castells notes that
        politics is largely based upon socialised communication and its capacity to influence people’s minds. In this
        sense, the distribution of political power is determined by the media: “In our society, politics is primarily
        media politics. The workings of the political system are staged for the media so as to obtain the support, or
        at least lesser hostility, of citizens, who become the consumers in the political market” (Castells, 2007, p.
        240). In similar fashion, elements of the political system may also be staged for and by the media to create
        the greatest amount of hostility and resistance toward a political actor and/or their policies.
      


      
        This intentional destruction of a person’s reputation brings us into the field of character
        assassination. Character assassination is defined as “the deliberate destruction of an individual’s
        reputation … ‘Character assassins’ target the private lives, behaviour, values, and identity of their victims.
        Biographical details are altered or fabricated. Intimate features are made public. Achievements are questioned.
        Good intentions are doubted” (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4). The goal is to attack the moral standing of the
        target in the eyes of the public and to provoke a negative emotional response to the object of character
        assassination. Some theorists have noted an overlap between propaganda and modern political marketing
        (Scammell, 2014, p. 15). This does not, however, mean that the two are exactly the same. One significant
        difference is that political marketing contains the “promise” of reciprocity in the
        communicational relationship, whereas propaganda does not (Scammell, 2014, p. 33).
      


      
        An approach that takes into account political marketing and character assassination is the notion of
        obstructive marketing. This concept is often misunderstood, as when it is assumed to involve negative
        marketing. However, obstructive marketing is much more complex than this rather simplistic view. It can be
        defined as:
      


      
        
          Any process, ethical and legal or not, which prevents or restricts the distribution of a product or service,
          temporarily or permanently, against the wishes of society, shareholders, management, staff or procedures of
          the product manufacturer, service provider or customer.
        


        
          (Hyslop, 2014, p. 11)
        

      


      
        From this definition, it is clear that obstructive marketing plays an oppositional role in the image and/or
        brand of a product or service. This can be applied to adversely affect a public figure’s image and brand.
        Within the context of a politician’s reputation and brand, obstructive marketing aims to erode a politician’s
        competitive edge in order to reduce his or her operational capacity and choices. This can be done in at least
        two ways: product depreciation – “doing a product down in some way” (Hyslop, p. 52) – and product
        contamination – “where the product becomes damaged in some way” (Ibid). These methods attack a politician’s
        most vulnerable front: his or her intangible value and perception. In the current informational environment,
        the “Internet is a rich source of information and a conduit for obstructive marketing” (Hyslop, p. 223).
      


      
        Attempts to “brand-jack” a politician provide an opportunity for the perpetrator to condition an audience to
        develop a negative political relationship if that person loses control of their projected public image. The
        next logical step is to create a “spark” that ignites the indignation of a primed audience, such as by putting
        the now-negative persona into a concrete public event laced with negative political symbolism, with the goal of
        transforming intangible feelings and emotions into tangible expressions and actions.
      

    

    
      Propaganda and the Significance of Iconic Events


      
        The definition of the word “propaganda” is every bit as controversial as its use. This term has connotations of
        manipulation, brainwashing, and excessive use by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. At a superficial level, it
        seems to represent a practice and goal that is utterly alien and counter to a free and democratic society
        (Taylor, 2003).
      


      
        There are numerous definitional points of departure for understanding the word “propaganda.” Conserva (2003, p.
        iii) describes it as “organised persuasion [which] involves the dissemination of biased ideas and opinions,
        often through the use of lies, deceptions, distortions, exaggerations and censorship.” Taylor (2003, p. 6)
        considers propaganda “the deliberate attempt to persuade people to think and behave in a desired way … the
        conscious, methodical and planned decisions to employ techniques of persuasion designed to achieve specific
        goals that are intended to benefit those organising the process.”
      


      
        Propaganda involves not only tangible acts, but also intangible expectation, as Pratkanis and Aronson (2001, p.
        11) relate:
      


      
        The word propaganda has since evolved to mean mass “suggestion” or “influence” through the manipulation
        of symbols and the psychology of the individual. Propaganda involves the dextrous
        use of images, slogans, and symbols that play on our prejudices and emotions; it is the communication of a
        point of view with the ultimate goal of having the recipient of the appeal to come to “voluntarily” accept this
        position as if it were his or her own.
      


      
        Like political marketing, propaganda is an act of communication and relies on eliciting an emotional response
        from its target audience, but is inherently deceptive in some shape and form. Nor is there any intention to
        build and maintain a mutually beneficial relationship. That being said, propaganda comes in many shapes and
        forms, and not all of it is harmful in nature (Shabo, 2008; Taylor, 2003). Shabo claims that through careful
        study it is possible to recognise examples of propaganda by its persuasive function, sizeable target audience,
        representation of a specific group’s agenda, and use of faulty reasoning and/or emotional appeals (Shabo, 2008,
        p. 5). Its intention is to affect the thoughts and/or behaviour of the target audience in a manner that
        benefits the communicator.
      


      
        Thus, the issue is one of influence: the messenger seeks to affect his target audience in some pre-determined
        manner. To stand a chance of success, this requires a specific and methodical approach. According to Pratkanis
        and Aronson (2001, p. 51), the four stratagems of influence are:
      


      
        	Create a climate that is conducive to the communicator’s message, enabling him or her to take control of
        the situation via pre-persuasion. This establishes “common knowledge” and what “everybody knows.”


        	Establish source credibility. To do this, “the communicator needs to appear likeable or authoritative or
        trustworthy or possessed of any other attribute that would facilitate persuasion.”


        	Construct and delivering a message that focuses the audience’s attention on what the communicator
        wants.


        	Seek to control the emotions of the target audience: “Arouse an emotion and then offer the target a way of
        responding to that emotion that just happens to be the desired course of action.”

      


      
        This approach suggests that it is necessary to consider carefully not only the message, but also the wider
        political and social environment, if the goals and objectives of the messenger are to stand any chance of
        success. Patrick (2012, p. 10) argues that “more than a mere set of techniques, propaganda is situational in
        nature. It is an organised bid for the right to interpret meaning in a given set of circumstances.” The right
        message needs to hit the right audience at the right time and in the right circumstances. It is meant to
        increase the perception of a simple subjective reality, but the process of deployment is complex.
      


      
        Propaganda can be used to effectively create a simplistic bipolar world for an audience. It can create
        divisions through the projection of real or imagined differences between the audience and the target of the
        propaganda. According to Patrick (2012, p. 142), this approach plays on an existing human tendency to
        dehumanise or personalise based upon certain wants or needs in everyday life: “Personalisation occurs quite
        naturally via everyday language, symbolic or spoken.” In propaganda, this personalisation is carried out by a
        communicator with a political agenda, and it is done in a rather simplistic manner:
      


      
        
          Negative personalisation or dehumanisation of people or things attributes undesirable and decidedly
          non-virtuous attributes worthy of censure; provoking disgust, outrage, enmity;
          robbing people of essential humanity; makes them seem evil, crazy, uncultured or stupid.
        


        
          (Patrick, 2012, p. 143)
        

      


      
        This negative projection of a personal image and brand is intended to form a negative political relationship
        between the audience and the target of character assassination. Language, with its ability to shape an
        emotional perception of a projected reality, is a critical aspect of the process: “The language in which ideas
        are expressed is critical to defining a cause or strategy, and sets forth the story, plot, and narrative that
        underlies a strategy as well as its themes and messages” (Farwell, 2012, p. 57). However, other tools are also
        salient.
      


      
        One of these is symbols and symbolism. Embedded in every symbol are a number of associated values and norms. To
        quote Farwell (2012, p. 79), “Symbols matter, especially for identity politics, and in today’s world, identity
        motivates political activity… . Symbols can provide points of reference that ground a campaign.” That being
        said, it should be noted that people interpret symbols differently; it is far from a uniform process.
      


      
        Key historical events, their propagation and perception are potent and powerful symbols to publics. Historical
        events form a central part of a society’s collective memory through a shared narrative and experience.
        Exceptional historical moments and iconic events play a role in shaping values, norms and morals by
        communicating ideas. These ideas serve to “instruct” members of a society on acceptable or unacceptable
        thoughts and actions, a categorisation that is influenced by media coverage of those iconic events. This
        creates a myth-like aura surrounding the moment, which can be exploited for different purposes.
      


      
        
          Iconic events take shape in different ways. From the moment they occur, certain events seem to occupy a
          disproportionate space in the culture. The media fixates on these events, which, in turn, alerts the public
          to the event’s unique significance. The press thus engages in a tautology: the event is historically
          exceptional and it gets endless coverage, thus reinforcing its historical exceptionality.
        


        
          (Leavy, 2007, p. 3)
        

      


      
        An event that can, in the presence of political marketing and propaganda, be transformed into an iconic event
        is intended to activate an emotional logic in the target audience. Specifically, it is meant to induce
        outrage in said audience in order to create an information environment where pathos dominates. Sobieraj
        and Berry (2011, p. 20) use the term “outrage” in reference to a particular form of political discourse
        involving efforts to provoke visceral responses (e.g., anger, righteousness, fear, moral indignation) from the
        audience through the use of over-generalisations, sensationalism, misleading or patiently inaccurate
        information, ad hominem attacks, and partial truths about opponents, who may be individuals, organisations, or
        entire communities of interest or circumstance. Outrage sidesteps the messy nuances of complex political issues
        in favour of melodrama, misrepresentative exaggeration, mockery, and improbable forecasts of impending doom.
      


      
        Inducing a negative emotional response from a target audience means that it is easier for a communicator to
        manipulate that audience should they accept the premises of the communicator’s argument and the projected
        truth. Audiences are conditioned and primed when their decisions are not based on a reasoned weighing of
        informational pros and cons, but instead derived from faulty perceptions and logic. These factors affect the
        reception and perception of political brands, which is linked to the identification and differentiation of a
        brand: whether publics are able to recall the political actor’s name and if the brand sets this actor apart
        from other political actors (Nielsen, 2016, p. 71).
      


      
        How does this play out in the arena of international affairs when key political
        figures are targeted with character assassination? To answer this question, this chapter looks at two cases:
        Vladimir Putin and the shooting down of MH-17 over Ukraine and media coverage of Donald Trump during the run-up
        to and immediate aftermath of the 2016 US presidential election. In this instance, political brand is
        instrumentalised as negative political marketing, with the goal of damaging the reputation and status of a
        political actor.
      

    

    
      Using Character Assassination and Iconic Events in International Affairs


      
        Method


        
          In July 2016, we performed a Google search to generate a sample of media material for the case study
          presented in the next section. The search involved the following keywords: Vladimir Putin + MH17 shot down
          + 17 July 2014. These searches were conducted in the English language only. The search generated about
          35,600 results.
        


        
          Given the sheer volume of results generated, it was necessary to establish criteria for sorting the results.
          The articles needed to relate specifically to the exact incident and to contain elements of some of the
          following: character assassination, propaganda, political marketing and obstructive marketing. Blogs and
          social media posts were excluded, while media material from professional media outlets was included.
          (Professional media are considered to be those outlets where journalists conduct professional work, whether
          or not the informational product is sold or available for free.)
        


        
          Having established these criteria, the first fifteen pages of Google results were manually checked and
          analysed by the author for the aforementioned characteristics. In September 2017, another Google search was
          conducted for the second case, which used the following search criteria: Donald Trump + Vladimir Putin +
          2016 Presidential Election. The latter search generated about 8,440,000 results. Again, articles on the
          first fifteen pages of search results were then manually inspected and analysed. Results were excluded if
          they were published after January 2017 and if they did not contain a character assassination reference that
          had a negative association with Vladimir Putin.
        


        
          This process narrowed down the number of articles to 100 for the Putin case and sixty-one articles for the
          Trump case. Each article was analysed in terms of the nature and style of its rhetoric. Articles needed to
          demonstrate intent to perpetrate information bias against the actor. Content analysis sought to critically
          interrogate the nature of the negative informational characteristics and traits that were used to project a
          negative emotional picture to the media consumer, and ask what (if any) relationship basis could be formed
          between the messenger and the content consumer. In both cases, certain descriptions of the two political
          actors recurred. On the basis of these, different categories of labels and traits associated with Putin or
          Trump were elaborated and then used to determine what kind of alternative political image was being projected
          by this obstructive marketing.
        


        
          The strength of this method is that it provides an overview of the public political discourse surrounding a
          given event, such as the two cases being analysed. Various attempts to shape the debate using negative
          political discourse in the public information space are identified and tracked. Professional media outlets
          (those which pursue media content as a business), by virtue of carrying such public information, are well
          positioned to potentially influence public perceptions of – and reactions to – the news.
        


        
          A potential weakness of the approach is that it struggles to identify the underlying motives (desired
          outcomes) and actors involved in the production and distribution of this information. In addition, it is unable to accurately measure the effect of the information disseminated
          on the publics that consume it. (The author does not take a moral or ethical stance on these debate-shaping
          approaches, as this is not germane to the subject of the chapter, which is focused on the practical aspects
          of the processes being described.)
        

      

      
        Vladimir Putin and MH 17


        
          On 17 July 2014, Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 was beginning a scheduled flight from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur
          in Malaysia when it was struck and shot down with what was likely to be a Surface-to-Air missile while over
          Ukraine. Some 298 passengers and crew were killed in the incident (Koren, 2016). Russia was assigned direct
          or indirect blame for what had happened; in a number of reports, Putin was held personally accountable. The
          lifespan of the attempt to use this particular iconic event as a means to hobble the image and reputation of
          Putin was, however, short-lived. It was most intense in the immediate aftermath of the crash and flared again
          in 2016, when it was announced that some of the victims’ families were going to sue Russia and President
          Putin.
        


        
          Some mainstream news reporting uses assertion propaganda to back up its attempts at character assassination,
          exploiting questionable medical diagnoses and false logic. The main aim of these tactics is to try to
          demonstrate that Putin is dangerous and cannot be reasoned with like a “normal,” rational person. Take, for
          example, a headline in the British newspaper The Independent: “President Putin is a Dangerous
          Psychopath – Reason is Not Going to Work With Him” (Smith, 2015). The author offers no medical credentials
          that might suggest she has the expert knowledge to make such a diagnosis; the content of the article is full
          of catchphrases and buzzwords: “Russian aggression,” responsibility for the act of shooting down MH-17,
          appeasement. Putin himself is vilified as a dangerous, power-hungry and unpredictable leader.
        


        
          In these media reports, character assassination takes the form described by Icks and Shiraev (2014): it is a
          deliberate act to contaminate (Hyslop, 2014) Putin’s political reputation. Take another headline: “Malaysia
          Air MH-17: Vladimir Putin Gets Away With Murder” (Streiff, 2014). The article provides no hard evidence of
          the claim advanced in the headline; in fact, it offers nothing more than hearsay and conjecture.
          Nevertheless, the case is presented as being open-and-shut. It can thus be concluded that the headline is
          attempting to induce readers to feel outrage at a crime that has purportedly gone unpunished. A third
          headline – “The Malaysia Airlines Disaster Is Vladimir Putin’s Lockerbie Bombing” (Karatnycky, 2014) – goes
          further, actually accusing Putin of terrorism. Once again, the author uses assertion propaganda to influence
          readers.
        


        
          Other narrative categories associated with stories about MH-17 are the role of deception and misdirection in
          covering Putin’s guilt. “The goal of Putin’s propaganda is the same: to suggest a one percent probability
          that someone other than Kremlin terrorists brought down the plane” (Gregory, 2014). Articles often assign
          blame on the basis of nothing more than rumour or partial/circumstantial information. In a particularly
          explicit personalisation of guilt, one headline declares, “Shocking MH17 Report Says Vladimir Putin’s Missile
          Crashes Plane!” (Ong, 2016) These are far from isolated cases. The Guardian produced a lengthy
          “human-interest” story titled “Flight MH17, Two Years On: ‘As Far as I’m Concerned, Putin Killed My Son’ ”
          (Harding, 2016), which combines an emotional story with a non-expert (in law or forensics) opinion.
        


        
          Of the myriad avenues of character assassination and slurs, by far the most popular was Putin’s presumed
          responsibility for the deaths that occurred with the shooting-down of MH-17 (twenty-six mentions), followed
          by deception/lies, with eleven mentions. Third place was taken by characterisations of Putin as
          reckless/unpredictable, which received six mentions. (For a complete list of the different categories, please
          see Figure 12.2 at the end of this section.) These accusations, which were presented as truth, were
          often based upon circumstantial evidence or rumour/hearsay. This is in line with Patrick’s (2012) observation
          in the field of propaganda studies that dehumanisation of a target occurs on a personal level that is based
          upon certain basic needs and wants. These character assassination categories are designed to deprive the
          targeted individual of their essential humanity, creating a political reputation that is intended to provoke
          disgust or outrage.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            Figure 12.1
            CA Categories Used on Putin
          


          
            Please note that a maximum of one of each category was recorded for each article, even if this category
            appeared more than once in the article. The total number of articles examined and analysed was 100.
          


          
            Source: Created by author
          

        


        
          MH-17 provides a reference point for political activity, namely character assassination of Putin. Western
          media activity is not exceptional in this regard: a number of articles have highlighted an apparent bias in
          media reporting on Russia and on Putin (Carden, 2016; Hart, 2014). In this particular case, articles engaging
          in content-based propaganda and character assassination came from a diverse array of countries.
        


        
          The character assassination of Putin surrounding the shooting-down of MH-17 appears to have been aimed at
          mobilising the political support of an international public. It is important to understand the context of
          these attacks: another actor (a competitor) stands to gain if Putin’s popularity and support decline.
        

      

      
        Donald Trump: “Putin’s Preferred Candidate” in the
        2016 Presidential Election Campaign


        
          In order to contextualise the symbolism and nature of the character assassination attacks on Donald Trump
          during the November 2016 presidential elections in the United States, it is first necessary to understand the
          significance of this election to the American political system and its connection to national identity. These
          are very emotional attachments, associations and perceptions. As such, they can form the basis for an
          environment of inflamed passion that can prime and mobilise an audience. Asked about the iconic symbolism of
          the presidential elections and what they had the power to affect, political
          marketing professor Bruce I. Newman of De Paul University responded, “Everything! As you know, political
          leadership is the ultimate symbol, and symbols drive the behaviour of the nation. Ultimately, the identity of
          the country will be defined internally through laws and externally through relationships with other
          countries.”2
        


        
          Following Leavy (2007, p. 3), the presidential election can also be understood as an iconic event due to its
          perceived ability to occupy significant emotional psychological resonance in the national culture and
          identity of the United States. Therefore, any perceived attempt to ‘meddle’ in it is can be perceived as an
          attack on the viability and legitimacy of that ‘scared’ identity. Any person or event with the potential to
          damage or disrupt this identity is likely to induce outrage among the public, as noted by Sobieraj and Berry
          (2011, p. 20). To synthesise these insights, symbols matter greatly in identity politics: they identify,
          motivate and drive political activity. The case of Trump and the 2016 presidential election clearly
          illustrates this point.
        


        
          An exploration of the media coverage surrounding Trump and the 2016 election reveals a number of different
          suggestions and associations regarding the alleged relationship between then-candidate Donald Trump and
          Russia (or Russian president Vladimir Putin). These character assassinations seemed to play different roles
          depending on whether they were perpetrated before or after Election Day. Those that came before the election
          apparently aimed at rendering Trump unelectable by stigmatising him and causing reputational damage. Those
          that came afterward were seemingly directed at making his presidency untenable for exactly the same reasons.
        


        
          One of the lines of character assassination is the suggestion that Trump is Putin’s puppet; a second
          strand was the dangerous collusion between Trump and Putin/Russia. Other observed means of propaganda
          and character assassination were: the Trump-Putin relationship; that Trump is Putin’s (and
          Russia’s) preferred candidate; Trump’s alleged collusion with Russia and Putin; various
          connections and communications between Trump and Putin; and the narrative that Putin and Russia
          were celebrating Trump’s election success. The rest of this section will be devoted to identifying and
          analysing the different highlighted values and norms in each of these categories and the significance of
          using them in terms of possible desired outcome.
        


        
          The first slogan/catchphrase used to damage and taint Trump’s political brand and reputation was the
          accusation that he was Putin’s puppet. The phrase was coined by Hilary Clinton during the very heated final
          presidential debate of the election cycle (Engle, 2016; Gibson, 2016; Krieg and Berlinger, 2016). One article
          to make extensive use of this slur appeared in Slate. The article deploys suggestive phrasing and innuendo in
          an attempt to establish some kind of subversive connection between Putin and Trump. The “Putin’s puppet”
          assertion refers to the narrative that Putin is seeking to destroy the West: “If the Russian president could
          design a candidate to undermine American interests – and advance his own – he’d look a lot like Donald
          Trump.” The article concludes with the judgment that “Donald Trump’s ego compounds his naiveté. He’s
          vulnerable to flattery; his confidence in himself exceeds his intellectual capacities. All of this makes him
          particularly susceptible to exploitation, an easy mark” (Foer, 2016). This assertion is used as “proof” of
          the assumed hierarchy of the alleged Trump-Putin relationship. Not coincidentally, the publication of the
          article was timed to coincide with an iconic and highly symbolic moment in US nationhood, the Fourth of July,
          thus giving the article particular political resonance. Clinton’s characterisation of Trump and then the
          Slate article managed to spark debate as to whether Trump was Putin’s puppet – and, if so, to what degree.
          Some articles did question whether Trump was really Putin’s puppet (Rubin, 2017; Trudolyubov, 2016), while
          others asked what it meant to refer to Trump as Putin’s puppet (Scarola, 2016) and still others discussed the
          phrase in terms of its operationalisation (as a means to confound actual and potential supporters) (San Diego
          Union-Tribune, 2017). Another set of articles and opinion pieces tended to
          speculate on the breadth and depth of his assumed “guilt” (Benen, 2016a; Hanson, 2016; Huang, 2017).
        


        
          An article in Inverse, the main argument of which was that Trump was Putin’s puppet, also develops a line of
          argumentation on the potentially dangerous nature of collusion between Putin and Trump. “On multiple
          occasions, Trump has taken the opportunity to express his admiration for Putin and disdain for the current
          position of the United States” (Scarola, 2016). Thus, if the audience believes that Putin is a negative
          influence, then Trump is guilty by association. The supposed strength of the “relationship” between Trump and
          Putin is asserted in a New York Times article headlined “Donald Trump’s Campaign Stands By Embrace of
          Putin,” which elaborates a purported dissonance between the “reality” of the allegedly warm relationship
          between Trump and Putin, on the one hand, and the “growing discomfort” of that relationship for US society,
          on the other (Martin and Chozick, 2016).
        


        
          In an opinion piece, George Will used various propagandistic assertions to assassinate the characters of
          Trump and Putin. He stated that, “Putin is again following Hitler’s playbook” and echoed the Slate assessment
          of Trump as Putin’s puppet in describing Trump’s purported “validation” of Putin’s anti-Western machinations
          (Will, 2016). Indeed, numerous suggestions and associations involved comparisons with Neville Chamberlain and
          the Munich Conference. The use of this analogy implies that its users have a limited understanding of
          historical events or alternatively believe the consumers are lacking in this knowledge.
        


        
          Trump’s remark that Russia should hack Clinton’s email triggered heated debate, sparking a number of articles
          that spoke of Trump aiding and abetting one of the United States’ longstanding geopolitical adversaries
          (Crowley, 2016). One example is an article headlined “The Dangers of the Putin-Trump Relationship” (Frum,
          2016), which used a hypothetical scenario of what might happen should Trump be elected to foster fear in
          readers, with the goal of damaging the resonance of Trump’s political brand with voters.
        


        
          The next theme to be identified and analysed is the Trump-Putin relationship, which assumes that a close
          personal bond exists between them. One of the narrative strands within this theme is the so-called “bromance”
          between Putin and Trump (Schatz, 2016; Thiessen, 2016). Other articles go so far as to describe the alleged
          relationship between Trump and Putin as a “lovefest” (Hendrickson, 2016). Donald Trump’s actual or implied
          praise of Russia is a particular focus, with outlets such as the BBC comparing Trump’s assumed stance on
          Russia with that of Obama (BBC News, 2016). The logic of fear is used to try to influence voters’
          perceptions, encouraging them to avoid the “dire” possibilities by not voting for Trump.
        


        
          In addition to using the label “Putin’s puppet,” the Slate article also paints a very dark picture of various
          connections and communications between the Trump team and Russia, including Putin and various “sinister”
          Russians (Foer, 2016). Its aim was to instil a sense of fear and suspicion in the minds of readers. The
          characterisation of how Putin and Russia allegedly reacted to Trump’s win is particularly revealing: in the
          wake of Trump’s victory, which ran counter to the mainstream narrative and predictions, the focus of
          character assassination had shifted from destroying his appeal to voters to making his leadership untenable.
        


        
          Significant ink was expended on Putin’s telephone call to Trump to congratulate him on his win (Bierman and
          Memoli, 2016; Fortune Staff, 2016; Jackson, 2016; Shinkman, 2016; Tan and Simonetti, 2016). Although this is
          a standard diplomatic move, it was framed as something far more sinister, in line with previous allegations
          that Trump was Russia’s puppet or that Russia had influenced the US election. Slogans such as “Putin’s
          preferred candidate” (Benen, 2016b; Oliphant, 2016; Rescheto, 2016; Shuster, 2016) and “Russia celebrating
          Trump’s win” (Bray, 2016; Efstathiou, 2016; McDonald, 2016; Rainsford, 2016) tended to reinforce the threat
          narrative. Many stories stressed Russia and Putin’s celebration of Trump’s victory, using this to imply
          hidden connections and a hidden agenda between the two leaders.
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            Figure 12.2
            CA Categories Used on Trump
          


          
            Source: Created by author
          


          
            Please note that a maximum of one of each category was recorded for each article, even if this category
            appeared more than once in the article. The total number of articles examined and analysed was 61.
          

        


        
          These attempts to assassinate Trump’s character exemplify Bruce Newman’s (1999, p. 89) assertion that
          likability comes down to gut reactions and judgements concerning a politician, their ideas, and what they
          supposedly stand for. This does not necessarily involve reasoned logic, but rather the emotional associations
          and connections that are formed by various brand associations. Therefore, in the words of Lee-Marshment
          (2009, p. 110), the result is more psychological and less tangible. In this instance, an attempt was made to
          engage in obstructive marketing of Donald Trump and to strategically position his brand in such a way that
          voters would be less likely to vote for him, seeing him as too close to the “enemy,” “unpatriotic,” and
          lacking in any number of other respects.
        


        
          Figure 12.2 lays out the preferred media narratives used in character assassination attempts on Trump.
          The personal relationship between Trump and Putin – along with the possible dangerous consequences thereof –
          features heavily, as do all allegations of communication and connection between the “Trump team” and the
          “Putin team.” It can therefore be said that character assassination of Trump relied on establishing his close
          proximity to Putin – who was characterised as a “super-villain” – and on the basis of this proximity deducing
          that Trump was opposed to US values and interests.
        

      
    

    
      Further Research


      
        This study is not, of course, conclusive. More case studies involving character assassination of leading
        political actors need to be analysed in order to determine whether the tentative links between propaganda,
        character assassination, obstructive marketing, and political marketing hold. Please see Chart One for a visual
        representation of how the different pieces of the puzzle fit together.
      


      
        A greater N sample will be needed to test the reliability of this and similar
        studies. It is also necessary to develop a clearer understanding of not only how these communication programmes
        are established and maintained, but also their motivations and objectives.
      


      
        Newman (1999, p. 46) understands success in politics as a leader’s ability to move public opinion in the
        direction that he or she wishes it to move. “Success” within the context of this chapter still involves moving
        public opinion in a certain direction, but it is defined as the ability to move another actor’s political brand
        and reputation in such a way as to damage or disrupt the political resonance and
        appeal of that candidate, thereby rendering him or her an ineffective political force. More research needs to
        be conducted into this particular aspect of the character assassination of world leaders, especially concerning
        the measure of effect considerations, which is at times conflated with measure of activity (the false logic
        activity automatically implies effect).
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          Figure 12.3 Overview
          of the Logic and Connections between Character Assassination, Propaganda, Obstructive Marketing, and
          Political Marketing
        


        
          Source: Created by author
        

      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        How do propaganda, political marketing, character assassination and obstructive marketing come together within
        the context of iconic events in international affairs? At a glance, they seem somewhat connected, but there
        also seem to be plenty of disconnects. Some of the concepts are passive (propaganda), while others are
        interactive (political marketing). This chapter aimed to understand how to hobble a political actor by
        attacking his or her political reputation.
      


      
        The first point to consider is the role of propaganda. As Taylor explains, propaganda is a “deliberate attempt
        to persuade people to think and behave in a desired way” (2003, p. 6). The accomplishment of this involves “the
        dextrous use of images, slogans, and symbols that play on our prejudices and emotions” (Pratkanis and Aronson,
        2001, p. 11). Propaganda is recognised by its persuasive function, sizeable target audience, representation of
        a specific group’s agenda, and use of faulty and emotional appeals (Shabo, 2008, p. 5). It serves to prime
        audiences, thus enabling character assassination and obstructive marketing.
      


      
        The iconic event plays different roles. Firstly, it enables the creation of associated values and norms that
        connect a given figure to a particular event. If successful, this creates mental shortcuts linking person and
        place at an emotional level. Secondly, as noted by many scholars, including Newman (1999) and Castells (2011),
        the workings of the political system are staged for the media, which enable support or hostility toward a
        political actor. The media permit character assassins to go about their “deliberate destruction of an
        individual’s reputation” (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4). They make possible a character assassination and
        obstructive marketing attack on an actor’s political brand. This is significant, since it is an actor’s
        political brand that determines how they are perceived and rated overall. As noted by Cwalina, Falkowski and
        Newman (2011), the value of that brand refers not only to the attributes of the actor, but also to the
        perceived qualities of their competitors. Obstructive marketing seeks to exert influence through either product
        depreciation or product contamination (Hyslop, 2014). This sets the scene for political marketing and the
        establishment of a political relationship between communicator and audience.
      


      
        Political marketing “seals the deal” by facilitating political exchanges (Ormrod, Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy,
        2013), as well as by establishing, maintaining and enhancing relationships in the political market that satisfy
        a political need and demonstrate political leadership (Cwalina, Falkowski and Newman, 2011). The political need
        is created through the use of propaganda, character assassination and obstructive marketing. It manufactures
        and projects a reality in a context where the attacking side may be able to position itself as demonstrating
        apt political leadership in comparison to the object of vilification.
      


      
        In the case of Putin, there is evidence of communicators using pre-persuasion to establish “common knowledge”
        on his personal and professional characteristics. The iconic events served to focus audience attention,
        amplifying the message and allowing communicators to evoke an emotional response from their target publics
        (those they seek to influence). Events in Ukraine and the United States were highly symbolic and intended to
        motivate political activity. They also served as a means to project a simple, subjective political reality. In
        attempting to induce outrage among the audiences being communicated to, the messenger can create an atmosphere
        akin to a melodrama that combines misrepresentation, exaggeration and predictions of some form of doom. In so
        doing, the communicator can skirt the messy nuances of complex political situations.
        Both cases discussed involved a deliberate attempt to persuade people to think and behave in a specific way.
      


      
        Putin was further characterised as being dishonest, but also aggressive. Attacks on Putin seemed to serve as
        product contamination (ensuring that his political brand and reputation were damaged in order to reduce his
        operational choices and abilities), but applied to the potential and practice of Russian foreign policy in
        international affairs. Product contamination also formed the basis of the attack on Trump’s brand and
        reputation, with the distinction that the first case saw a direct attack on Putin’s character and brand, while
        the second instrumentalised Putin’s supposedly negative brand to contaminate Trump’s brand.
      


      
        The mutual political relationship between voter and communicator implied by this study suggests that the two
        can join forces and mobilise to ensure that this positive resonance does not happen (blocking the formation of
        a relationship). Nominally, this would be done to protect national security, to ensure justice is served, and
        for the good of the Ukrainian/American people and the victims of MH17/Russian machinations. Putin is
        represented as a danger to the world; by extension, owing to his alleged associations with Putin, Trump is a
        danger to the political and social status quo in the US and beyond. The implication is that these political
        figures must be stopped in order to uphold the values of democracy, sovereignty, human life and the rule of
        law.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. Some theorists, however, view such power as a potential subversion of the
        democratic process, and warn of possible negative consequences. Scammell (2014, p. 4), for instance, cautions
        that there is a disconnect between theoretical ideals and actual practice.
      


      
        2. Email interview between author and Bruce Newman – question posed and
        answer received on 16 October 2017.
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      When contemplating character assassination, we are inclined to think first and foremost of attacks on living
      targets, such as candidates calling each other names in an election campaign, members of the opposition smearing
      an incumbent leader, or the press bashing an unpopular minister. When contemplating character assassins, most of
      us will think of politicians, spin doctors and journalists. Few will associate practices of smear and slander
      with historians, who may rather conjure up images of dusty archives and ivory towers. As professional
      scrutinizers and caretakers of the past, historians are not supposed to be partisan, but to provide impartial
      reconstructions of times gone by, based on a careful consideration of the evidence – in the words of the
      nineteenth-century historian Leopold von Ranke, to describe the past “as it has actually been” (Vierhaus, 1977).
      At the same time, their key role in recording and interpreting the past gives historians a considerable amount of
      control over the posthumous reputation of historical figures. While they are by no means the sole guardians of
      collective memory – monuments, stories, rituals and symbols all have their role to play – their verdict can
      definitely have a long-lasting impact. (See Burke, 1989 for history as social memory and the historian’s role in
      shaping it.)
    


    
      Before historiography, the writing of history, became an academic endeavour in the nineteenth century, the
      potential of historians to establish or destroy the characters of the great men and women of the past was perhaps
      more evident. Modern academic debate on historical figures is a never-ending process of contesting and
      fine-tuning interpretations, of weighing arguments against counterarguments. In pre-modern times, most historians
      considered themselves less bound by strict notions of fairness and objectivity. Rather than seeing their
      portrayal of characters and events as one particular interpretation in an ongoing debate, they often presented
      their accounts as definitive. If they found an appreciative audience, their histories would still be read long
      after the kings, queens and generals they discussed had passed out of living memory. That made them a force to be
      reckoned with indeed. No matter how much effort a ruler made to polish his image during his lifetime, erecting
      grand monuments to his glory and displaying himself in splendour, he could not ultimately control how he would be
      remembered by posterity. Those writing the account of his reign often could, and did.
    


    
      In this chapter, I will discuss three historical figures who have fallen victim to
      fierce character attacks in the historiographic record: the Roman empress Agrippina the Younger (15–59
      ce), the Byzantine empress Theodora (c. 500–548 ce) and the
      Frankish queen Fredegund († 597 ce). It is no exaggeration to state that they are
      traditionally regarded as the most notorious imperial1 women of their respective
      cultures. All three lived in ancient or early medieval times, when historians were inclined to regard the writing
      of history as an expressly moralizing exercise, often allowing themselves ample room to shape the course of
      events into a compelling dramatic narrative and to portray historical figures as heroes or villains. (For a
      general discussion of Roman (imperial) and (early) medieval historiography, see Breisach, 1994, pp. 60–106;
      Lendon, 2002; Spiegel, 2002.)
    


    
      Historiographic works are a relatively rare commodity for the ancient and early medieval world, in part because
      only a small elite had the required literary skills and leisure to write history, in part also because many works
      have not survived the ravishes of time. As a consequence, the posthumous reputations of Agrippina, Theodora and
      Fredegund have each in large part been established by a single hostile author: respectively, the historians
      Tacitus, Procopius and Gregory of Tours.2 It is no coincidence that these
      perpetrators are all men, while the persons they wrote against are all women. Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund
      were empresses and queens who wielded a remarkable amount of influence in patriarchal societies that tended to
      regard rulership as the exclusive domain of men, which made them stand out as potential targets for character
      attacks. (For Roman and early Byzantine empresses, see Bauman, 1992; Wood, 1999; Kunst and Riemer, 2000;
      Temporini-Gräfin Vitzthum, 2002; Kolb, 2010; for Merovingian queens, see Dailey, 2015.)
    


    
      It will be the purpose of this chapter to examine how ancient and early medieval historians cast powerful women
      in a negative light. At times, I will also comment on the way these women’s bad reputations related to the
      reputations of the men they were closely associated with, their husbands and sons. In my analysis, I will give
      due consideration to the five “pillars” of character assassination (see Chapter
      1 of this volume): attacker, target, medium, audience and context. Among the questions to be addressed are
      the following: What were Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund attacked for? How were these accusations related to
      their gender and the roles women were expected to play in ancient and early medieval cultures? Who were the
      historians who attacked them, what motivated their attacks and what audiences were they trying to convince?
    


    
      Evidently, the three cases under discussion cover a broad range, from first-century Rome to sixth-century
      Constantinople and Merovingian France. In many ways, the historians responsible for the character attacks stand
      in different cultural and religious traditions from each other. Nevertheless, all three of them employ a
      moralizing historiographic discourse against female members of the ruling family. While it would be ill-advised
      to assume that these three cases are entirely representative of broader trends, their comparison allows us to
      explore the various ways in which such historiographic discourses could be put to use to engage in character
      assassination.
    


    
      Agrippina and Tacitus


      
        It is hard to imagine a woman with better family connections than Julia Agrippina (15–59 ce), better known as Agrippina the Younger.3 She was a descendant
        of Emperor Augustus, the founder of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, a granddaughter of Emperor Tiberius, a sister
        of Emperor Caligula, a niece of Emperor Claudius, whom she married, and the mother of Emperor Nero. If she had
        been born a man, she would have been a strong candidate for the imperial purple. Since that road was barred to
        her, she satisfied her ambitions by exerting influence through the men around her – particularly her husband
        Claudius (r. 41–54 ce) and her son Nero (r. 54–68 ce),
        who finally freed himself from her meddling by having her murdered. Agrippina’s high
        profile and strong-willed character have made her an irresistible object of study to modern historians, who
        tend to present us with a more nuanced view than that of the black-hearted harridan we encounter in most of the
        ancient sources (e.g., Barrett, 1996; Foubert, 2006; Ginsburg, 2006; Baus, 2015).
      


      
        Agrippina’s bad reputation has been established above all by Publius Cornelius Tacitus (c. 56–120
        ce), generally regarded as the greatest historian of imperial Rome. Like most Roman
        authors, he belonged to the elite, having been born to a family of equestrian rank and later gaining admittance
        to the highest social class, that of the senators. His major historical works, the Histories and the
        Annals, the latter featuring Agrippina, were written in the early second century ce. They present us with a vivid, but gloomy picture of life in Rome under the emperors. Tacitus
        was a cultural pessimist who lamented the loss of freedom that one-man-rule had brought, particularly to his
        own senatorial class, whose attitude towards the autocratic Caesars he characterized as defined by flattery,
        unease and secret resentment. These themes will certainly have resonated with his primary audience, which
        consisted of fellow senators and other members of the Roman elite who had the leisure and cultural baggage to
        read history (Syme, 1958; Mellor, 2011; Strunk, 2017).
      


      
        Tacitus’s portrayal of Agrippina is extremely hostile – even more so than her notorious predecessor Messalina,
        she emerges as the great female villain of the Annals. It might seem strange that the historian devotes
        so much time and effort to the vilification of a woman who had passed away before he was five years old and
        whose heyday lay half a century in the past at the time of writing. His negative take becomes more
        understandable when placed in the context of the moralizing discourse of the time. Roman authors thought that
        history should be truthful, but also provide the reader with exempla (anecdotal examples) of virtue and
        wickedness; the former to inspire imitation, the latter to discourage it. Hence the heroic or reprehensible
        deeds of historical actors were celebrated or denounced to instil moral lessons (Roller, 2004; 2009; Mehl,
        2014). In the Annals, Tacitus remarked that it was the historian’s primary duty “to ensure that merit
        shall not lack its record and to hold before the vicious word and deed the terrors of posterity and infamy”
        (3.65). Throughout the work, emperors, empresses, senators and other individuals are constantly held up to
        moral scrutiny – and often found wanting.
      


      
        Before we turn to Tacitus’s attacks on Agrippina, it is good to stress that he was by no means the empress’s
        original character assassin. In the tragic play Octavia, for instance, probably performed not long after
        Nero’s death, she already appears in ghostly form as a cruel, ambitious woman who did not hesitate to murder
        her own husband. (See Kragelund, 2016 for a detailed discussion of the play.) In general, many negative stories
        about imperial women in historiographic works will have originated in contemporary rumours and allegations,
        meant to smear the men with whom they associated and to chastise them for overstepping gender boundaries
        (Ginsburg, 2006, pp. 106–107). Tacitus could tap into this hostile tradition to construct his own image of
        Agrippina.
      


      
        Attacks on Agrippina


        
          The theme of power and domination runs through Tacitus’s account of Agrippina. Referring to her marriage to
          Claudius, which made Agrippina the undisputed “first lady” of Rome, the historian leaves no doubt who was
          henceforth in charge:
        


        
          
            From this moment it was a changed state [versa ex eo civitas], and all things moved at the fiat of a
            woman – but not a woman who, as Messalina, treated in wantonness the Roman
            Empire as a toy. It was a tight-drawn, almost masculine tyranny [quasi virile servitium].
          


          
            (Annals 12.7)
          

        


        
          The quote is significant for several reasons. Firstly, it paints a contrast between Agrippina and Messalina,
          Claudius’s previous wife and the mother of his only son, Britannicus. While this empress had also been cast
          in a very negative light in the Annals, her image is that of a frivolous woman who shows no interest
          in political power for its own sake, but is driven by her insatiable sexual desires ( Joshel, 1997). For
          Agrippina, as the reader will soon learn, power and control are everything. Secondly, the words versa ex
          eo civitas echo the words Tacitus had used at the beginning of the Annals to indicate the
          commencement of Augustus’s sole rule after his victory at Actium: verso civitatis statu, “it was thus
          an altered world” (1.4.1). Agrippina is thus implicitly compared to Rome’s first emperor, a clear hint that
          she and not Claudius holds the reins of government. This can also be gleaned from the fact that Tacitus’s
          narrative does not focus on the emperor from this point onwards, but puts the spotlight on the empress
          instead (Ginsburg, 2006, pp. 19–21).
        


        
          We encounter several negative female stereotypes in Tacitus’s portrayal of Agrippina. One of these is the
          image of the dux femina or “commander woman”. Tacitus uses this term in a literal sense to refer to
          barbarian queens like the British Boudicca who lead their armies in the field, but also applies it to women
          who encroach on the masculine domain by aspiring to political and military influence (Ginsburg, 2006, pp.
          112–116; see also Icks, 2017, pp. 71–74 for the literary depictions of Agrippina and Boudicca as authorial
          comments on a lack of “proper” male authority). According to the historian, Agrippina burned “with all the
          passions of illicit power” (13.2). Time and again during the reigns of Claudius and Nero, she attempts to
          cross boundaries that are meant to shut women out from political and military matters. Tacitus presents us
          with a series of examples: Agrippina sitting in state before the Roman standards receiving homage from
          captives of war, “the advertisement of her claim to a partnership in the empire” (12.37); Agrippina listening
          in on Senate meetings, which were moved to a different location for her convenience (13.5); Agrippina
          preparing to ascend the imperial tribunal while Nero was receiving a foreign embassy and only being prevented
          from doing so because her son hastily came down to greet her (13.5).
        


        
          Yet no matter how domineering and power-crazy she may have been, Tacitus makes it clear that the empress
          could only exercise her will through the men she sought to control. Throughout the narrative, we see her
          scheming and deceiving to get her way. In her relationship with Claudius, Agrippina is clearly the dominant
          partner, manipulating the docile emperor to do her bidding through accusations, threats and pleas. Their
          roles appear to have been shaped after those of stock characters from comic theatre, with Agrippina playing
          the matrona imperiosa (commandeering wife) to Claudius’s senex stultus (old fool) (Ginsburg,
          2006, p. 23). Many of the empress’s actions also fit another negative female stereotype, that of the saeva
          noverca or wicked stepmother: after all, she intrudes in her husband’s family to rob the legitimate heir
          (Britannicus) of his inheritance and secure it for her own son – an inversion of the protective role mothers
          were supposed to play (Watson, 1995, pp. 192–197; Ginsburg, 2006, pp. 107–112). Nero, however, proved more
          difficult to control than Claudius, prompting Tacitus to comment that Agrippina was “capable of presenting
          her son with an empire but not of tolerating him as emperor” (12.64).
        


        
          Other traits Agrippina is frequently associated with in the Annals include fierceness and
          ruthlessness. She is described as ferox and atrox, both words meaning “fierce” and usually
          applied to men; yet another indication that the empress is aspiring to a masculine role (Ginsburg, 2006, pp.
          37–38, 41–42; see also Kaplan, 1979). The people who stand in her way tend to meet a grim fate. Some of them fall victim to false charges, such as the noblewomen Lollia and
          Calpurnia, who roused Agrippina’s jealousy as potential rivals for the affections of Claudius (12.22); or the
          tutors of Britannicus, who met exile or death because they stood in support of their pupil (12.41). At other
          times, the empress even stoops to murder – for instance in the case of the proconsul Junius Silanus, whom she
          has poisoned as a potential claimant to the imperial purple (13.1); and of course in the case of Claudius
          himself, who is removed to make room for Nero (12.66–67).
        


        
          Finally, there are accusations of sexual transgression to be considered, a stock-in-trade of the “bad
          empress” in Roman literature (Ginsburg, 2006, pp. 116–130). Agrippina has no use for marital fidelity: she
          starts an affair with the imperial freedman Pallas, a powerful influence at court who had brokered her
          marriage to the emperor and later persuades him to favour Nero over Britannicus as his heir (12.25). Tacitus
          also highlights the incestuous nature of Agrippina’s marriage to Claudius, who was her uncle
          (12.5–7).4 Even more damning are the empress’s actions in her final years,
          when her grip on Nero is slipping: in an ultimate attempt to bring him back under her spell, “she presented
          herself on several occasions to her half-tipsy son, coquettishly dressed and prepared for incest” (14.2). All
          of these transgressions are not committed from lust, but from ambition. The message is clear: when power was
          at stake, there was nothing Agrippina was not prepared to do.
        

      
    

    
      Theodora and Procopius


      
        If Agrippina had unsurpassed family connections, the opposite is true for Theodora (c. 500–548
        ce), whose father was a Constantinopolitan circus bear trainer. She spent her early
        years in the entertainment business, working as an actress and possibly engaging in prostitution, although the
        latter may just be a slur. In a remarkable rags-to-riches story, she caught the eye of the future emperor
        Justinian (r. 527–565 ce), who was apparently so smitten by her beauty and sharp mind
        that he took her as his wife – a union only made possible after the repeal of a law forbidding men of
        senatorial rank to marry actresses. Once she had gained the throne on her husband’s side, Theodora was not
        content to stay in the background, but played a prominent role in public affairs. Given her remarkable
        biography, it will come as no surprise that she has garnered more scholarly attention than any other Byzantine
        empress (e.g., Cesaretti, 2004; Evans, 2011; Potter, 2015).
      


      
        Our main source of information on Theodora’s life is the contemporary author Procopius of Caesarea (c.
        500–555 ce), who hailed from a local aristocratic family and was involved in several
        military campaigns across the Mediterranean as the legal adviser and personal secretary of Belisarius,
        Justinian’s foremost general. The three great works he produced give complementary accounts of Justinian’s
        reign, but from very different angles. The History of the Wars, concerned with the regime’s military
        activities, gives a critical but balanced assessment of the emperor; whereas the Buildings, commissioned
        by Justinian himself, is a panegyric to the man’s architectural achievements (Rubin, 1954; Cameron, 1985;
        Kaldellis, 2004b; Treadgold, 2007, pp. 176–226). However, Procopius struck a much more hostile tone in his
        third work, the Anecdota or Secret History, revealing his thorough disillusionment with the
        imperial administration. In bitter terms, the author associates Justinian, Theodora and their cronies with
        tyranny, repression, corruption and greed. The resulting work is not a history in the traditional sense of the
        word, but rather calls to mind the Classical court orations of Lysias and Demosthenes, presenting a damning
        case against the individuals it seeks to attack (Treadgold, 2007, p. 209).
      


      
        Evidently, caution was in order. The Secret History or Anecdota received those
        titles5 for a reason: it was never published during the author’s lifetime. In
        all likelihood, the work was composed in the years immediately following Theodora’s
        death in 548 ce. However, since Justinian was still alive, it would have been very
        risky, if not downright suicidal, to bring it out in the open. Procopius may have intended to incorporate the
        hostile material in the Wars after the emperor’s death, but it turned out that Justinian would outlive
        him, so the opportunity never arose (Treadgold, 2007, p. 187; Kaldellis, 2010, pp. xxv-ii). Presumably, the
        Secret History circulated discreetly among factions which were opposed to the imperial regime and
        sympathized with Procopius’s grim view of current affairs. The readership may have included aristocrats,
        clergymen, military officers, civil servants, provincials and philosophers who had been antagonized by
        Justinian’s many innovative and often repressive measures (Beck, 1986, p. 23; Kaldellis, 2004b, pp. 1–2). There
        is no way to tell how widely the work was read, but it evidently managed to survive somehow, far outlasting its
        author as well as the targets of its vitriol.
      


      
        Attacks on Theodora


        
          There is a remarkable dichotomy to Procopius’s attacks on Theodora. Although allegations of sexual depravity
          play no role in her portrayal as empress, the detailed account of her youthful days as an entertainer in
          Chapter 9 of the Secret History focuses heavily on her lewd
          behaviour. Taking into account the ancient notion that character was constant, the moral flaws revealed in
          this chapter reflect badly on Theodora’s later life as well, even if her conduct may then have been beyond
          reproach in this regard (Ziche, 2012–13, p. 318).
        


        
          Procopius claims that the future empress started prostituting herself as soon as she was old enough to do so,
          putting “her whole body to work” for her customers (9.11–12). The author repeatedly stresses the
          shamelessness with which she put herself on display, stripping for any passers-by and climbing on a couch
          during a dinner party to lift her clothes up and make a spectacle of herself (9.14; 9.17). Particularly
          scandalous is the story that she had geese peck barley grains off her genitals in a stage act (9.20–21). Such
          tales fit a long-standing discourse depicting actors and prostitutes as infamous because they put their
          bodies on display for the pleasure of others (Edwards, 1997). Theodora’s insatiable sexual appetite is
          another well-worn trope: she actively flirts with potential customers, especially beardless youths (9.15),
          complains that her body only has three orifices for penetration (9.18) and wears out dozens of virile lovers
          during all-night orgies (9.16).
        


        
          Hartmut Ziche has suggested that the sexual slanders against Theodora are in line with invective against male
          tyrants, evoking notoriously lewd emperors such as Tiberius and Caligula. Based on this assumption, he argues
          that the stories depict Theodora as a “bad emperor” rather than a “bad empress” (Ziche, 2012–13). However,
          the historical figure most readily brought to mind by the scandalous account of the empress’s youthful days
          is another notorious empress, the insatiable Messalina. The claim that Theodora could wear out numerous
          lovers in a single night is reminiscent of Pliny the Elder’s claim that Messalina out-competed the most
          accomplished prostitute of her day by sleeping with twenty-five men in twenty-four hours (Natural
          History 10.172; Baldwin, 1987).
        


        
          We encounter a very different Theodora in the passages of the Secret History discussing her years on
          the throne. Here, we see her ruthlessly laying hands on the property of her subjects by any means possible,
          either alone or in collusion with her husband (e.g., 3.9; 11.40; 12.12; 15.22), while inflicting torture or
          death on anyone who rouses her wrath or stands in her way (e.g., 3.8; 3.9–11; 17.43–44). Although she and
          Justinian are presented as very different characters, they are both terrible persons, defined by greed and
          bloodthirstiness (Kaldellis, 2010, p. xxxiii). Procopius claims the emperor and empress often pretended to
          support different sides in legal disputes, but only to plunder the maximum amount of money from the
          disputants (10.19). In other matters, the imperial pair were also in cahoots,
          pretending to advocate different causes or policies but secretly working together (e.g., 10.14; 10.23; 13.9;
          14.8). The resulting impression is that of a thoroughly corrupt regime that never ceases to deceive and
          exploit its own subjects.
        


        
          Unlike Tacitus, Procopius does not construct his narrative around the theme of a woman aspiring to masculine
          power, but that does not mean he was entirely comfortable with Theodora’s prominent role at the Byzantine
          court. He laments that Justinian was so smitten with his mistress that he enabled her to “acquire
          extraordinary power and vast amounts of money”, remarking that “the state itself became fuel for the fire of
          his passion” (9.31–32). Once she had become empress, Theodora gave herself airs, receiving foreign embassies
          and presenting them with gifts of money, “as if the Roman Empire6 lay under
          her command, a thing that had never yet happened in all of history” (30.24). Allegedly, she “had no regard
          for the dignity of office or the rights of the state” (17.15), broke laws without hesitation when she was out
          to get someone (16.22), made herself inaccessible to the magistrates who wished to speak with her (15.13–16)
          and maintained a network of secret informers (16.14). All of this was bad enough, but Theodora went so far as
          to undermine male authority throughout the Empire, with devastating consequences for public morality:
        


        
          
            It was during this time that the morals of all women too were corrupted. For they were given full license
            to cheat on their husbands and no risk or harm could come to them because of their behaviour. Even those
            convicted of adultery remained unpunished, because they would go straight to the empress and turn the
            tables by hauling their husbands into court through a countersuit, despite the fact that the men had been
            charged with no crimes.
          


          
            (Secret History 17.24)
          

        


        
          According to Procopius, Theodora and Justinian were of one mind in their opposition to virtue and common
          wellbeing. Whenever they discovered that one of their subordinates was a virtuous man, they reacted with
          dismay and hastened to destroy him (22.35). The emperor was “earnestly devoted to the constant destruction of
          mankind”, an endeavour in which his wife was happy to assist him (13.8). Together, they succeeded in
          “[devastating] all of mankind and [visiting] disaster upon the entire inhabited world” (12.16). In fact,
          Procopius suggests that “these two never seemed to be human beings at all but rather murderous demons of some
          kind” (12.14). An acolyte who gains access to Justinian is certain he faces “the Lord of Demons himself, …
          seated on the throne right there in the palace” (12.26), while Theodora is also repeatedly associated with
          demonic forces (12.32; 22.28). Averil Cameron has pointed out that such accusations are to be expected: not
          only were demons a readily available explanation for evil or misfortune from a Christian perspective, but the
          charge also constitutes a neat inversion of imperial claims to a superhuman status (Cameron, 1985, pp.
          56–57). If Justinian and Theodora boasted to be in league with the divine, suggesting the opposite became a
          fruitful strategy of attack.
        

      
    

    
      Fredegund and Gregory of Tours


      
        Like Theodora, Fredegund († 597 ce) was not born to high nobility, but rose to power
        because she ignited a spark in a ruler’s heart – in her case, King Chilperic I of Neustria (r. 561–584
        ce). The latter belonged to the Frankish dynasty of the Merovingians, whose members
        ruled several oft-warring kingdoms in sixth-century France and environs. Probably starting out as a servant,
        Fredegund became the king’s lover and eventually his spouse. Allegedly, Chilperic had his second wife,
        Galswintha, murdered to marry her, leading to a life-long feud between Fredegund and
        Galswintha’s sister, Queen Brunhilda of Austrasia. After her husband’s death, she acted as regent for her
        infant son Chlothar II. Historical tradition paints Fredegund as a cruel, vindictive woman who did not hesitate
        to send assassins against anyone who stood in her way, but two recent biographies cast the queen in a more
        flattering light, calling attention to her positive qualities, such as her strong will and determination
        (Bernet, 2012; Farnoux, 2013).
      


      
        Our main source for the history of Merovingian France, including the life of Fredegund, is Gregory of Tours
        (c. 538–594 ce). Hailing from an aristocratic family with roots in the
        senatorial nobility of Roman Gaul, he became bishop of Tours in 573 ce, a prestigious
        post which brought him in contact with the highest circles of power. Despite his many responsibilities, Gregory
        found time to pen an impressive oeuvre, including many saints’ lives. His magnum opus was without a doubt the
        History of the Franks,7 whose books 5 to 10 provide a detailed narrative
        of the politics, murders and intrigues in the various Frankish kingdoms of his day and has earned him the
        honorific “father of French history”. Although the historian tends to keep himself in the background, he was
        often personally involved in these affairs and had met many of the people he wrote about (Goffart, 1988, pp.
        112–234; Verdon, 1989; Dailey, 2015).
      


      
        In all likelihood, Gregory envisioned a broad and varied readership, ranging from kings, queens and aristocrats
        to clerks, monks and pious laymen. In particular, he may have aimed his History at the many pilgrims who
        came to visit St. Martin’s grave at Tours. The work has a clear moral message, describing how pious people are
        trying to lead a good life in a world rife with violence and sin (Dailey, 2015, pp. 1–15). Fredegund was
        definitely among the sinful as far as Gregory was concerned – perhaps more so than any other major character in
        the History. It would be fair to say that the relation between the bishop and the queen was less than
        amiable. Gregory held her personally accountable for the murder of a good friend, Bishop Praetextatus of Rouen.
        He also had close ties to the Austrasian court, where Fredegund’s arch enemy Brunhilda was an influential
        figure; she shared his devotion to St. Martin and was involved in his promotion to the position of bishop of
        Tours (Venantius Fortunatus, Carmina 5.3; Dailey, 2015, pp. 142–145).
      


      
        In one remarkable passage of the History, Gregory relates how he was summoned to court by King Chilperic
        on the charge of slandering his wife. Allegedly, he had accused Fredegund of adultery, a charge which reflected
        badly on the king as well (5.49). Although the bishop managed to get acquitted and hence escaped a death
        sentence, it shows he had to be careful in what he said and wrote about powerful people who were still alive.
        Nevertheless, the History of the Franks is full of terrible tales about Fredegund – perhaps because its
        author feared the queen less than he feared the king.
      


      
        Attacks on Fredegund


        
          Although Gregory’s narrative does not focus on Fredegund to the extent that Tacitus’s narrative focused on
          Agrippina, the Frankish queen emerges as an equally terrifying figure. Whenever she is mentioned in the
          History, she is usually engaged in acts of violence, murder and torture. It has been suggested that we
          should regard Fredegund’s pursuit of violence as part of a strategy of revenge against adversaries by which
          the Merovingian aristocracy, men as well as women, restored their wounded honour and hence confirmed their
          position at the top of the social hierarchy (Gradowicz-Pancer, 2002). However, Erin Dailey contests the
          assumption that women independently and openly using violence was accepted practice in Merovingian France
          (Dailey, 2015, pp. 156–159). At any rate, it seems clear that Gregory’s stories about the violent actions of
          Fredegund are not meant as a recommendation, but aim to portray her as a dangerous, cruel and ruthless woman.
        


        
          Reading the History of the Franks, one gets the impression that the
          Neustrian queen spent most of her time sending out assassins against anyone whose death would bring her
          political gain or whom she felt had wronged her in some way. She is implicated in many of the murders and
          attempted murders that riddle Gregory’s work, although her involvement often appears to be based on little
          more than rumour. Allegedly, Fredegund was responsible for the assassination of King Sigebert I of Austrasia
          (4.51). The historian suggests she may also have had a hand in the deaths of Merovech and Clovis, Chilperic’s
          sons from a previous marriage (5.14; 5.39). Others she is alleged to have sent assassins against include
          Queen Brunhilda of Austrasia, King Guntram of Burgundy and King Childebert II of Austrasia, although she
          failed to have them killed (7.20; 8.44; 10.18). In addition, there are numerous references to Fredegund
          inflicting gruesome torture on her victims, including her own servants and failed assassins (e.g., 5.39;
          6.32; 6.34; 7.15; 7.20; 8.41). There are even hints that the queen was involved in witchcraft, which was
          closely associated with poison, for instance in the story that she drugged two reluctant assassins to make
          them carry out her will (8.29) and in her denouncement as malefica by a royal envoy, a word that can
          mean both “witch” and “evil-doer” (7.41; Dailey, 2015, pp. 136–138).
        


        
          Gregory goes into great detail about the conflict between Fredegund and Bishop Praetextatus of Rouen, who was
          accused of supporting a rebellion against Chilperic. The historian, who was involved in the trial, presents
          his colleague and friend as an innocent victim of the ruthless queen, claiming that Fredegund tried to bribe
          him to help her take Praetextatus down. Although Gregory refused, the other bishops who were present at the
          trial sided with the royal couple, leading to the man’s conviction and exile (5.18). When Praetextatus
          returned to Rouen after Chilperic’s death, Fredegund had him stabbed by one of her lackeys while he was
          celebrating Easter mass; an astonishing testimony to her godlessness and lack of respect for episcopal
          authority. The queen even came to gloat at his deathbed, hypocritically promising him to punish the
          assailant. However, the bishop was not fooled, telling her that she had been “the cause of much evil in this
          world” (8.31). (See Gradowicz-Pancer, 2003 for a detailed discussion of this episode.)
        


        
          Apart from the pain and death she inflicted on her victims, Fredegund was also a bad queen because she failed
          as a mother (Dailey, 2015, pp. 131–134). She frequently came to blows with her daughter Rigunth, who
          relentlessly scorned her for her low birth. This led to an infamous episode in which the queen lured her
          daughter to a chest full of necklaces and jewels, inviting her to take whatever she wanted. When Rigunth
          complied, “her mother suddenly seized the lid and slammed it down on her neck. She leant on it with all her
          might and the edge of the chest pressed so hard against the girl’s throat that her eyes were soon standing
          out of her head” (9.34). Gregory also relates how Fredegund was prepared to abandon her infant son Samson to
          his fate when he fell ill without even having him baptized (and thus endangering his chances of going to
          heaven), apparently afraid that she would catch the disease (5.22). When two of her other children caught
          dysentery, she temporarily repented of her sins, but the children died anyway (5.34) and the irredeemable
          Fredegund was soon back to her old tricks.
        


        
          King Chilperic is treated in somewhat milder terms than his wife; in fact, Gregory at times suggests that he
          committed evil deeds on her instigation (e.g., 5.18; 5.39). However, after reporting the king had passed
          away, the historian provides a scathing obituary, characterizing the deceased monarch as “the Nero and Herod
          of our times” (6.46). This strongly suggests that Gregory was holding back his contempt while it was still
          too risky to voice it openly; after all, Tours fell under the dominion of Chilperic for most of the first
          half of his episcopate (Wood, 1993, pp. 254–257). Strikingly, the historian appears to have had no such
          reservations in reporting the murderous exploits of Fredegund. Yet one charge he did not level against her in
          books 5 and 6 of the History was adultery; undoubtedly, his trial for slander had taught him that this
          was a no-go area as far as Chilperic was concerned. Only in later books, written
          after the king’s death, did he raise doubts about Fredegund’s marital fidelity; most notably in his remark
          that her son Chlothar was “said to be” [dicitur] fathered by Chilperic (8.31; Wood, 1993, pp.
          257–259).
        


        
          Dailey has commented on the way Gregory’s narrative consistently contrasts Fredegund with her arch enemy,
          Queen Brunhilda of Austrasia. Where the former is portrayed as a bad influence on her husband, a bad mother
          and a cold-blooded murderess, the latter is portrayed as a charming spouse, a devoted mother and an innocent
          victim of several assassination attempts. However, taking other sources such as the Fredegar Chronicle
          into account, Brunhilda’s ruthless politicking does not appear all that different from Fredegund’s. She
          certainly died an ignominious death: torn apart by horses on conviction of possibly as many as ten (!)
          charges of regicide. It seems, then, that Gregory’s oppositional portraits of the two queens tell us more
          about his own preferences and allegiances than about their actual moral fibre. By stressing the virtues of
          the one, real or alleged, the vices of the other became all the more appalling (Dailey, 2015, pp. 118–140).
        

      
    

    
      Conclusion


      
        The vivid portraits of Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund painted by hostile historians leave the reader with
        the strong impression that these were horrible people, representing the very worst that monarchical rule –
        particularly female monarchical rule – had to offer. In this chapter, I have made no attempt to establish the
        truth or falsehood of the many allegations hurled against these women. (Considering the fragmentary and biased
        nature of the evidence, that would be no mean task, to say the least.) Reading the Annals, the Secret
        History and the History of the Franks, however, it seems clear that these works make every effort to
        cast their targets in a negative light, constantly emphasizing their flaws, downplaying or ignoring their
        strengths and interpreting their acts in the worst possible way. As such, they are clearly attempts at
        character assassination.8
      


      
        The empresses discussed in this chapter emerge as distinct personalities whose individual vices and foul deeds
        are measured by the varying cultural standards of their detractors. Clearly, first-century Rome was a very
        different place from Merovingian France and Procopius was a very different author from Gregory, with different
        ideas on proper and improper behaviour for imperial women. Nevertheless, on a general level there are some
        clear similarities in the way Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund are presented as “evil”. All three are accused
        of abusing their power to inflict harm on their subjects, either through “legal” means such as rigged trials,
        or clandestinely through the employment of poison or daggers. In this respect, their behaviour is not much
        different from that of numerous alleged (male) tyrants in history, from Tiberius to Vladimir Putin.
      


      
        However, in the case of these empresses there is an aggravating factor: their gender. The historians who write
        about them problematize the wielding of power by women to varying degrees. For Tacitus, Agrippina’s ability to
        transgress the limitations of her sex and take on a semi-despotic role through the manipulation of her husband
        and, to a lesser extent, her son, was a dire sign of the deterioration that imperial rule had brought to Roman
        politics (Ginsburg, 2006, pp. 131–132). Procopius and Gregory did not place so much emphasis on the usurpation
        of male power by Theodora and Fredegund, but also raised issues with the agency they acquired as imperial
        women, such as the great influence they had on Justinian and Chilperic. Without question, all three historians
        make it clear that Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund did not meet the standards to which they held women in
        general and imperial women in particular. Many of the character attacks they launch against the empresses
        relate to their gender, ranging from bad motherhood and the domineering of their husbands to hints of
        witchcraft and uncontrolled sexuality. Instead of acting as female role models, the notorious trio fails to
        live up to feminine ideals.
      


      
        The dynamics of character assassination vary from case to case. Tacitus smeared an
        empress who had been dead for decades at the time of writing. However, Gregory and Procopius partook in
        mudslinging against imperial women who were either still alive or whose good reputation was still upheld by the
        current regime. We can classify the allegations in the Secret History and the History of the
        Franks as vertical attacks, in the sense that they were aimed at targets who wielded much more power,
        prestige and resources than the historians writing against them. This means that Procopius and Gregory took a
        very real risk when they engaged in character assassination. As we have seen, they employed various strategies
        to protect themselves. Procopius kept his damning writings secret for all but a like-minded in-group, while
        Gregory postponed the publication of particularly offensive allegations (such as Fredegund’s adultery) to an
        opportune time.
      


      
        The significance of these character attacks should not be underestimated. In times without anything resembling
        a critical and independent press, very few means were available to challenge the positive self-images broadcast
        by those in power. Dress, ceremony, sculpture and other media would have made Agrippina, Theodora and Fredegund
        awe-inspiring figures to many contemporaries. Writing history was a way to voice an alternative point of view
        and reveal the ugly face of power behind the façade, at least to later generations. As Procopius wrote in the
        introduction to his work:
      


      
        
          And yet in the end I was moved to write the history of these deeds by the following consideration, namely
          that it would also be made perfectly clear to future tyrants that punishment was almost certainly going to
          befall them on account of their wickedness, as it did those in my narrative. In addition, their deeds and
          characters would be publicized in writing for all time, which might give some pause to their illegalities.
        


        
          (Secret History 1.8)9
        

      


      
        Perhaps tyrants were not always punished, at least not during their lifetimes. But through their critical
        assessments of the high and mighty, Tacitus, Procopius and Gregory helped to set and guard the socio-political
        norms of their times. Those norms applied to both genders, but imposed particularly strict limitations on
        female power. Women who refused to play by the rules, or gave off that impression, put their legacy in peril.
        Regardless of their qualities, they might very well end up as evil empresses.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        * My thanks to Jennifer Keohane and Marlena Whiting for their helpful
        comments.
      


      
        1. For the sake of convenience, I will use “imperial” and “empresses” when
        discussing all three women together, while using “royal” and “queen” when talking exclusively about Fredegund.
      


      
        2. Other authors have also written about these female rulers: for instance
        Suetonius and Cassius Dio in case of Agrippina, Malalas in case of Theodora and the author of the Fredegar
        Chronicle in case of Fredegund, but their works have not reached the same level of influence and will be
        left out of consideration.
      


      
        3. Agrippina Minor in Latin. She was a daughter of Agrippina the Elder
        (Maior).
      


      
        4. Allegedly, Agrippina and her sisters had committed incest with their
        brother Caligula as well; see Suetonius, Life of Caligula 24.1; Cassius Dio, Roman History
        59.3.6. Unfortunately, Tacitus’s account of this period has been lost.
      


      
        5. Anekdota means “unpublished material” in Greek. As is often the
        case with ancient texts, these titles were only assigned to the work in early modern times.
      


      
        6. Where modern scholars are inclined to make a (somewhat arbitrary)
        distinction between the Roman and the Byzantine Empire, the Byzantines themselves did not do so.
      


      
        7. The current title dates from the late Carolingian age. In fact, in his
        work Gregory expresses no particular interest in Frankish identity or the Franks as a people.
      


      
        8. As we established in our theoretical framework
        (Chapter 1 of this volume), character attacks do not have to be exclusively or even mainly grounded in
        falsehoods.
      


      
        9. Compare the similar sentiment voiced by Tacitus in Annals 3.65,
        quoted earlier in this chapter.
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    The Character Assassination of Marie-Antoinette


    Defamation in the Age of the French
    Revolution


    
      Simon Burrows
    


    
      Reputational damage inflicted by character attacks on France’s Austrian-born queen Marie-Antoinette was profound,
      enduring long after her death beneath the guillotine in 1793. Dismissively styed “l’Autrichienne” [“the
      Austrian woman”, or punningly, “the Austrian bitch”] and subsequently “Madame deficit”, she was portrayed
      in revolutionary propaganda as an unpatriotic foreigner and scapegoated for France’s financial woes. However, it
      is sexual slanders that have attracted most attention. First voiced by pre-revolutionary calumniators, they found
      an echo in the incest charges raised at Marie-Antoinette’s trial and sexual atrocities targeted or imagined
      against the body and corpse of her favourite, the princess de Lamballe, during the September massacres of
      1792.1 They receive fresh oxygen from popular culture: Sophia Coppola’s movie
      Marie-Antoinette (2006), for example, offers a sympathetic, self-consciously anachronistic portrayal of a
      sensual, free-spending, party-girl queen amused by pamphlet accounts of her amours. In Coppola’s retelling, the
      violent hatred the queen generated remains inexplicable.
    


    
      Sex, Gender and Defamation


      
        The sexual allegations against the queen are, mostly, palpably absurd. The risks involved, stifling
        claustrophobia of the court of Versailles, unthinkable price of stains on her honour, lack of opportunity, and
        rhetorical exaggeration, make pre-revolutionary extra-marital escapades seem improbable. The most credible
        whispers – that her friendship with dashing Swedish officer Axel von Fersen had a sexual component – did not
        emerge until 1789 (Burrows, 2006, p. 162). Their affair, if it existed, has almost certainly been over-imagined
        since. Munro Price, an expert in court politics, has suggested that their most credible opportunity to
        consummate their passion occurred on 13–14 February 1792, when Fersen sneaked into the queen’s apartments and
        remained alone with her overnight plotting counter-revolution. By then, Marie-Antoinette’s life was endangered
        and her husband, Louis XVI, had succumbed to depression and inaction. If she did turn to Fersen for sexual
        comfort, it was after rumours of a raunchy love-life first surfaced, while in a state of virtual confinement,
        emotional abandonment and under intolerable psychological pressure (Price, 2002, pp. 18–19, 248–249).
      


      
        Gender historians argue compellingly that Marie-Antoinette was tried first and
        foremost as a woman. Her most serious crime was her intrusion into an increasingly masculinised, homosocial
        public sphere (Hunt, 1991). Other women who transgressed gender lines were similarly anathematised –
        particularly activists like Théroigne de Méricourt, Olympe de Gouges and the wider membership of the Society of
        Revolutionary Republican Women (Hunt, 1991; Landes, 1988). The literature of character assassination spawned by
        the revolution would certainly fuel such a reading. While male revolutionaries were frequently attacked for
        political and financial corruption, only pamphlets targeted primarily at women tended also to stress sexual
        immorality, often in grossly caricatured forms (Darnton, 2010).
      


      
        This was a revolutionary development. Pamphlet attacks on Louis XV’s mistresses linked political, financial and
        sexual corruption, but so did scandalous treatments of the king or royal ministers, including Charles Théveneau
        de Morande’s Le Gazetier cuirassé, ou anecdotes scandaleuses de la cour de France [The Armour-plated
        Journalist or Scandalous Anecdotes of the French Court], Barthélemy-François Moufle d’Angerville’s La
        Vie privée de Louis XV [The Private-Life of Louis XV], and Anne-Gédeon de Lafitte de Pelleport’s
        Petits soupers de l’hôtel de Bouillon [Intimate Suppers at the Bouillon’s Townhouse] (Darnton,
        1971, 2010). Equally, the post-revolutionary restoration of personal rule under Napoleon led to a wave of
        sexually scandalous printed attacks against the Emperor and his male associates, mainly from British
        propagandists and émigré journalists (Burrows, 2000). The literature of character assassination under the
        Jacobin revolution apparently took on decidedly gendered forms for predominantly ideological reasons.
      


      
        Standard narratives of pre-revolutionary character assassination insist that pamphlet attacks on royal
        mistresses under Louis XV and on Marie-Antoinette contributed significantly to the desacralization of the
        monarchy and mythologizing of the ancien régime as a degenerate despotism. According to Robert Darnton,
        this metanarrative was the prism through which French subjects came to view politics until, by the eve of the
        1789 revolution, the Bourbon monarchy had lost its legitimacy (Darnton, 1996; 2010). However, Marie-Antoinette
        pamphlets produced before the revolution remain elusive (Gruder, 2002; Burrows, 2006). Police agents in London
        could not find copies. Nor could nouvellistes working on underground manuscript newsletters or book
        trade professionals seeking copies to sell (Burrows, 2006; Darnton, 2010). Until 1789–90, they do not feature
        either in the most celebrated book-trade ledgers from the period (Burrows, 2018, p.133).
      


      
        Before the revolution, real or threatened pamphlet attacks on the queen were designed to extort suppression
        pay-outs. The French government was determined to prevent the circulation of titles like La Naissance du
        dauphin dévoilée [The Dauphin’s Birth Unveiled] or Les Passe-tems d’Antoinette
        [Marie-Antoinette’s Pastimes]: they constituted a crime of lèse majesté directed against the
        queen’s chastity and the legitimacy of her children, including the dauphin [heir to the throne], and an affront
        to their Austrian ally. Reconsidered thus, it seems unthinkable that libellistes would proceed to
        publication, or that the French government could permit this. Hence, the only pre-revolutionary printed
        libelles to survive appear to be impounded copies from the Bastille’s secret dépôt. Liberated
        when that fortress fell on 14 July 1789, they were promptly reprinted (Burrows, 2006, pp. 147–149).
      

    

    
      Malice at Court


      
        If printed libelles against Marie-Antoinette did not circulate before the revolution, from whence
        originated her reputation for wantonness? Deductive reasoning suggests that to answer this question we should
        first ask cui bono – who benefited – and where would character attacks inflict most damage? Phrased
        thus, the answer appears obvious. For although historians have long been fixated
        with the rise of political public opinion in eighteenth-century France, real power lay not with the public but
        the royal court. There, power was brokered through individuals with real or imagined access to the monarch’s
        favour. In this system, which reached its apogée under Louis XIV (1643–1715), ever-shifting perceptions
        of influence were imbued with the substance of power and the smallest signs of royal approbation acted like a
        barometer of an individual’s credit. Louis XIV manipulated this system constantly, using gestures, etiquette,
        insignificant favours and access to his person to ensure that the personal stock of those around him remained
        as volatile as share prices on a financial exchange (Elias, 1983). Well might the duke de Saint-Simon claim no
        man better sold his smiles.
      


      
        In this environment, the state of the royal marriage was a matter of perpetual interest. A queen with influence
        over her husband was powerfully placed to put courtiers’ suits and advance their causes. A queen with a son was
        particularly formidable because, given France’s strong tradition of queen-mother regents, she might suddenly
        come into power. The queen’s relationships with ministers and members of the royal family were also watched
        closely. Reputation, too, was vital to the exercise of influence, especially for women. Perceptions were as
        important as reality here. So were perceptions about other people’s perceptions, or the existence of rumours or
        suspicions that might one day be weaponised. The mere insinuation that the queen had inappropriate male
        friendships might damage her reputation and hence the substance of her power. It mattered not whether people
        believed a rumour. It was enough that somewhere, someone of influence might conceivably believe or exploit it
        at some future point. A celebrated incident just before the birth of the dauphin, when a sheaf of songs
        denigrating the queen and court ladies was thrown into the oeil du boeuf, a chamber at Versailles where
        courtiers gathered to exchange news and gossip, should surely be understood in this light. It is not evidence
        that they were being sung everywhere (cf. Thomas, 1999, p. 52). Equally, a willingness to create or spread
        rumours sent out signals about status, power relationships, shifting alliances, enemies and intentions. Under
        weaker kings, such as Louis XVI or the aging Louis XV, courtier malice was given free reign.
      


      
        Marie-Antoinette’s enemies at court were dangerous and numerous. Much of the court aristocracy was implacably
        opposed to the Austrian marriage alliance, which had over-turned France’s traditional foreign policy.
        Suspicions – not entirely ungrounded – that Marie-Antoinette was being directed from Vienna aggravated this
        hostility (Kaiser, 2000; 2003). The personality of Marie-Antoinette – shy, imperious, spend-thrift, vengeful,
        and sometimes flighty, withdrawn and cliquey – did not help. Those denied her favour – including several
        powerful aristocratic dynasties – risked exclusion from the most influential court circles. When
        Marie-Antoinette mocked the duchess de Noailles – who had been assigned to teach her the customs of the French
        court – dismissively nicknaming her Madame Etiquette, the effects were long-lasting. Their enmity led to
        the marginalisation of the Noailles clan at court and their exclusion, after centuries of service, from senior
        roles in state service. Not surprisingly, several Noailles family members aligned with a liberal nobility whose
        interventions early in the revolutionary crisis would help consign absolute monarchy to history (Wick, 1987).
        The chill between Marie-Antoinette and the Rohan clan, originating in her mother’s disdain for cardinal Rohan’s
        conduct as French ambassador to Vienna, would also prove poisonous to the monarchy.
      


      
        At court, whispers against the queen began early, casting aspersions on her most innocent pleasures, including
        walking in the palace grounds or staying up to watch the sun rise (d’Alméras, 1907). Most rumours originated
        from circles close to the crown. Few were committed to paper, though the queen, her mother and the Austrian
        ambassador occasionally expressed concern about epigrams and lewd songs (Burrows, 2006, p. 152). Many attacks
        originated in the entourage of Louis XVI’s eldest brother, the count de Provence (the future Louis XVIII), the
        person with most to lose from Marie-Antoinette producing an heir. Malicious,
        resentful and bold, he dared to interrupt cardinal Rohan while he was conducting the baptism of the royal
        couple’s first child, demanding “the ritual prescribes above all that you ask the name and quality of the
        mother and father of the child” (d’Alméras, 1907, p. 238). The example of such insinuation was perhaps not lost
        on Rohan.
      


      
        Other members of the royal family confected rumours, especially the ambitious and conniving duke d’Orléans. So
        did the notoriously malicious royal aunts, particularly Madame Adélaïde, whose barbed tongue first nicknamed
        the future king’s bride-to-be l’Autrichienne (Fraser, 2001, p. 44). Behind public displays of affection,
        the king’s youngest brother, the count d’Artois (the future Charles X), also encouraged clandestine
        nouvellistes to libel the queen and accuse Austria of anti-French sentiments (Cronin, 1974, pp. 197,
        402–405). These character attacks served multiple purposes. They advanced family and domestic intrigues,
        chipped away at the king’s confidence and esteem towards his wife, and signalled that powerful court factions
        opposed the Franco-Austrian alliance. Not surprisingly, foreign rulers also contributed. Frederick II of
        Prussia apparently encouraged nouvellistes to disseminate rumours about the queen, hoping to weaken the
        Franco-Austrian alliance (Arneth and Geoffroy, 1874–1875, III, pp. 14–17, 21).
      

    

    
      Judicial Memoirs and the Court of Public Opinion


      
        Beyond Versailles, there were two other arenas where queen, courtiers and politicians were particularly
        vulnerable to malice and character assassination. The first was in published legal memoranda produced in high
        profile court cases. The second was through the activities of professional libellistes based overseas
        and their collaborators among the French police, espionage services and court aristocracy. Occasionally these
        arenas merged, as in the aptly named Tort case of 1771–1777. A seemingly open-and-shut instance of
        insider-dealing involving the embassy secretary, Barthélemy Tort, it severely damaged the reputation of the
        duke de Guines, the French ambassador to London. The foreign minister, the duke d’Aiguillon, was also dragged
        into the fray, which became increasingly politicised. For Tort insisted that Guines had ordered him to pass
        diplomatic secrets to London speculators, and Guines, in turn, claimed that d’Aiguillon had incited Tort’s
        allegations in order to smear the Austrophile Choiseulist faction, to which Guines belonged (Burrows, 2006, pp.
        95–96). Conversely, following the accession of Louis XVI in 1774, the queen and Choiseulists apparently
        attempted to leverage the case to secure the dismissal of leading ministers Maurepas and Vergennes (Price,
        1995, pp. 30–41).
      


      
        The gambit failed, however, and led many magistrates in the parlements, the powerful sovereign law
        courts around which political opposition had coalesced during the reign of Louis XV (1715–1774), to reconsider
        their unholy alliance with the Choiseulists. The Paris Parlement, which heard the case, thus delivered
        an ambiguous judgment which did not entirely exonerate Guines. The case was problematic for the government
        because to prove his innocence, Guines needed to publish secret diplomatic documents, and equity therefore
        demanded that his adversaries, including d’Aiguillon, be extended similar rights. This made public materials
        relating to state business in ways hitherto unthinkable. It also fuelled a culture in which powerful figures
        were increasingly called upon to defend their actions and reputations, often against calumnious assertions
        which were near impossible to refute (Burrows, 2006, p. 96). For to prove a negative, one must dispose of all
        contrary possibilities. To respond with probabilities only leaves space for doubt. Consider, for example, these
        three defensive ripostes: “Would a queen risk everything for an affair?”; “Is it credible that an ambassador
        would resort to insider trading?”; “Would a cardinal really acquire a necklace fraudulently?” Such partial
        refutations frequently give the impression of cover-ups, hypocrisy, and “no smoke without fire”. Skilled
        calumniators know this, and the eighteenth-century abounds in virtuosos in their
        art. Legal mémoires were major weapons for sharpening their skills.
      


      
        The custom of publishing legal mémoires, usually drafted by lawyers, is one of the more distinctive and
        curious aspects of ancien régime judicial and print culture. Such mémoires, unlike most other
        printed works, were generally exempt from censorship. This allowed litigants and even those accused of serious
        crimes to defend their causes and reputations before the “court of public opinion”. Moreover, ambitious,
        politically motivated lawyers used judicial mémoires to weaponise high-profile court cases to impugn
        individuals or discredit the personnel or policies of government (Maza, 1993).
      


      
        Lawyers and their clients felt obliged to pursue their cases in print in part due to ancien régime
        judicial investigative practices. In preparing a case, magistrates arranged face-to-face “confrontations”
        between suspects and key witnesses. This allowed discrepancies to be investigated and frequently elicited
        helpful information through the allegations, self-justifications and recriminations that resulted. In complex
        cases involving many suspects, there were often multiple ‘confrontations’ extending over several months. This
        gave lawyers and clients ample time to reflect on what had been revealed under questioning and ponder how best
        to refute their opponents in their judicial mémoires, which were designed to influence public and
        magistrates alike.
      

    

    
      



    




The Diamond Necklace Affair (Part I)


      
        The notorious diamond necklace affair case of 1785–6 gave rise to countless confrontations and a long series of
        judicial mémoires.2 At heart, the affair was a simple case of fraud, in
        which the court jewellers were tricked into handing over a fabulous necklace by a criminal cabal headed by a
        devious beauty named the countess de La Motte. Abetted by a forger, Rétaux de Villette, and a prostitute,
        Nicole Guay d’Oliva, who acted the part of Marie-Antoinette in a midnight rendez-vous, La Motte
        apparently convinced cardinal Rohan that the queen wished him to secretly negotiate the purchase of the
        necklace on credit and deliver it via the countess. The jewellers, their credulity fired by self-interest,
        overlooked the irregularity of the forged signature “Antoinette de France” on the deed of sale, and Rohan duly
        handed the necklace to the countess, whose husband pawned the jewels around Europe.
      


      
        Many aspects of this tale remain incongruous. Was the cardinal the conspirators’ dupe or their collaborator? If
        a dupe, how did the countess persuade a wily old courtier that she enjoyed the queen’s confidence and that he,
        too, could win her favour by secretly acquiring the necklace? If a co-conspirator, why would a wealthy
        prince-bishop stoop to embezzle a diamond necklace – albeit one valued at an eye-watering 1,600,000
        livres? Why, too, did d’Oliva insist that she was driven home from her nocturnal rendez-vous in a
        carriage bearing the royal arms – testimony certain to do her no favours? Furthermore, why should any of this
        harm the reputation of Marie-Antoinette, an unwitting tool of the conspirators, who was besides not implicated
        by any court memoir produced during the investigation or trial? The first pamphlet to accuse the queen of
        complicity, La Motte’s Mémoires justificatifs, was published by the countess from London exile in
        February 1789 following protracted suppression negotiations. However, her previous accounts had instead blamed
        Rohan’s hapless pet alchemist, Cagliostro, who had unwisely boasted of growing diamonds (La Motte, 1785).
      


      
        The affair became problematic for the monarchy for two reasons. First because the judicial pursuit of Rohan
        appeared increasingly malicious. Second, and more significantly, because Rohan’s defence rested on the
        assertion that Marie-Antoinette was the kind of woman who might conspire to secretly acquire a diamond necklace
        and arrange a clandestine midnight rendez-vous to achieve her illicit ends. When the Paris
        Parlement determined in Rohan’s favour, the cardinal’s assessment of her
        character was deemed credible. Moreover, his defence seems to have been designed to inflict maximum damage.
        Certainly the notes of Rohan’s lawyer appear to show him and the cardinal carefully reinventing key details of
        events they described.3 There is also substantial evidence that foreign
        minister Vergennes, a Rohan ally, arranged for d’Oliva and Villette to be coached on their testimony after they
        agreed to return from exile (Price, 1995, pp. 176–82). Equally, Vergennes may have deliberately sabotaged a
        police mission to bring the count de La Motte back from Britain, fearing his evidence would be favourable to
        Marie-Antoinette (Burrows, 2006, p. 132). Thus, the reputational damage to the queen was partly due to the
        cardinal and his allies weaponising his defence, but also stemmed from the elaborate subterfuges of the
        countess de la Motte.
      


      
        Nevertheless, much damage to queen and crown was self-inflicted, starting with Louis XVI’s decision to bring
        the case to trial, apparently to clear the queen’s name. This was a mistake, particularly as the king had the
        authority to consign Rohan to the Bastille or internal exile. Why did Louis XVI opt for an unnecessary trial?
        Perhaps because he was already convinced of Rohan’s guilt following a preliminary interview and thought such an
        open and shut case merited transparency? However, the public, theatrical arrest of Rohan, in full cardinal’s
        regalia, piqued public interest. It also created an impression that the crown was maliciously intent on
        destroying and humiliating the cardinal. Thereafter, reports in the underground press, contemporary diaries and
        Parisian gossip tended to portray legal proceedings as a battle between wounded queen and beguiled cardinal,
        even though neither was probably culpable of any crime. Further, the decision to refer the matter to the
        Parlement of Paris put power into the hands of the crown’s opponents. As the self-proclaimed voice of
        the nation, the Paris Parlement was intent on reining in royal authority and building its own power
        base. The diamond necklace judgment provided an opportunity.
      


      
        Hence the pre-revolutionary character assassination of Marie-Antoinette stemmed largely from divisions in the
        political and social elite, who exploited incidents such as the diamond necklace affair for their own ends. The
        extent of elite complicity in underground pamphleteering is revealed by the Le Maître affair of 1786. Le
        Maître, a parlementaire lawyer, was caught attempting to smuggle into Paris typeset “formes” for a
        pamphlet relating to the diamond necklace affair. Under questioning, he gradually revealed that much of the
        political elite, including senior government ministers and the queen’s favourites, had at some time in the
        previous twenty years been involved in the production, dissemination or protection of parlementaire
        publications. When Le Maître hinted that if brought to trial he would name names, the case was quietly dropped
        (Popkin, 1989).
      

    

    
      The London Libellistes and the Price of
      Silence


      
        Unscrupulous police spies and secret agents were also complicit in character attacks on Marie-Antoinette and
        aristocratic figures (Burrows, 2006; Darnton, 2010). The example was set by the chevalier d’Eon, a
        cross-dressing diplomat and spy. D’Eon arrived in London in 1762 in the French delegation sent to negotiate
        peace, but he also carried written orders from Louis XV to research invasion routes. Once peace was signed,
        d’Eon stayed on as minister plenipotentiary, awaiting the arrival of the new ambassador, the count de Guerchy
        (Kates, 1995).
      


      
        However, the ambassador and his deputy soon quarrelled. Their spat spilled over into the London press, where
        d’Eon nurtured his remarkable talent for character assassination. Over the following months, the newspapers
        brimmed with d’Eon’s defamatory attacks against Guerchy. The ambassador was accused of abusing diplomatic
        immunity to smuggle goods into England; sponsoring attempts to poison, kidnap or assassinate d’Eon in a duel;
        and displaying cowardice under fire (Burrows, 2010:2). In 1764, d’Eon raised the
        stakes by publishing part of his diplomatic correspondence. Concerned that he might also reveal Louis XV’s
        secret orders, the French agreed to buy him off. They did so again in 1775, through their most versatile secret
        agent, the playwright Beaumarchais (Kates, 1995).
      


      
        D’Eon’s fellow exile and associate, Théveneau de Morande, was soon emulating him. In 1772, Morande threatened
        to publish a scandalous biography of Louis XV’s mistress, Madame du Barry (Burrows, 2010, pp. 57–60). French
        ministers knew what to expect. In 1771, Morande’s Gazetier cuirassé, had scandalized Europe with its
        irreverent portrayal of corrupt connections between the French king, court, high society, Church, and the
        worlds of theatre and gallanterie. A uniquely scabrous work, it offered explicit “revelations” that du
        Barry scented her genitalia with an amber douche; intended to fill an entire new military order with her
        lovers; and kept the royal sceptre of France in her bedchamber to amuse her “chatte” [i.e., “pussy” –
        these multiple crude double entendres work equally well in eighteenth-century French and twenty-first
        century English] (Théveneau de Morande, 1771, I, pp. 57–58, 89–90; II, 43–44). Other scandalous biographies,
        most notably Mathieu-François Pidansat de Mairobert’s Anecdotes sur Madame le comtesse du Barry (1775),
        had traced du Barry’s rise through the world of Parisian gallanterie to the royal bed. However, none had
        presented her as a common whore, nor imagined sexually explicit details of the royal love-life. A former pimp
        and suspected male prostitute, Morande was well-placed to dream up such things. His new libelle promised
        further ‘revelations’ (Burrows, 2010).
      


      
        The lèse majesté of Morande’s title alone was intolerable: Mémoires secrets d’une femme publique
        depuis son berceau jusqu’au lit d’honneur [Secret Memoirs of a Public Woman (i.e., prostitute)
        from her Cradle to the Royal Bed]. Royal agents and bounty-hunters were thus despatched to kidnap,
        assassinate or treat with Morande. Beaumarchais alone succeeded, buying up and burning the entire edition in a
        glass house at Marylebone in April 1774, just days before Louis XV died. The incident soon became public,
        leading to new blackmail pamphlets. Now, however, they targeted a queen, Marie-Antoinette, rather than a mere
        mistress.
      


      
        Within months Beaumarchais returned to London to suppress the Avis á la branche espagnole [Advice to
        the Spanish Bourbons], in the confection of which he and Morande were probably complicit (Burrows, 2010,
        pp. 57–71). In 1778, British agent Nathanael Parker Forth suppressed the Guerluchon femelle, ou la Reine
        chaude et sa Surintendante [The Fancywoman, or the Hot Queen and her (female) Superintendant]. In
        1781, Louis-Valentin Göezman bought up the whole edition of Les Amours de Charlot et Toinette
        [Love-life of Charles (i.e., Artois) and Toinette (i.e., Marie-Antoinette)]. Shortly afterwards, the
        Essai historique sur la vie de Marie-Antoinette d’Autriche, Reine de France [Historical Essay on the
        Life of Marie-Antoinette of Austria, Queen of France] was suppressed by Jacquet de Douai in the Low
        Countries. Copies of all these libelles were impounded in the Bastille.
      


      
        With each suppression the libellistes became more brazen. Eventually, Jacquet was exposed commissioning
        the very libelles he was sent to suppress. Göezman, too, appeared suspect. In 1783, the Paris police
        sent their most trusted agent, Receveur, to London to investigate and suppress three new pamphlets, La
        Naissance du Dauphin dévoilée, Les Passe-tems d’Antoinette and Les Amours du Vizir de
        Vergennes [The Love-Life of Vizir Vergennes]. Receveur identified Lafitte de Pelleport as author of
        the pamphlets and concluded Göezman was indeed his accomplice. However, suppression negotiations broke down and
        Receveur returned to France. The threatened pamphlets never appeared, but Pelleport published a pamphlet
        exposé, Le Diable dans un bénitier et le gazetier cuirassé transformé en mouche [The Devil in the
        Holy Water and the Gazetier Cuirassé become a Police Spy], which castigated Receveur, his turncoat
        assistant Morande, and the ministers they served.
      


      
        The Diable dans un bénitier shows how even imaginary pamphlets might smear Marie-Antoinette. By naming
        the libelles Receveur was pursuing, particularly La Naissance du Dauphin dévoilée, it hints at marital infidelities and casts aspersions on the legitimacy of the
        royal heir. But whispers such as these were few and far between in pre-revolutionary print culture. Certainly
        underground nouvellistes mentioned the suppression of Jacquet’s Essai historique, but none
        describe its content. Ange Goudar’s Procès de trois rois (1781) twice alludes to Louis XVI being
        impotent and thus implicitly questions his children’s paternity. Lanjuinais’s Supplément à l’Espion
        Anglais goes further. It suggests that Marie-Antoinette’s lavish spending was an Austrian plot to bankrupt
        France and, for the hyper-attentive, offers an oblique sexual innuendo: “La Reine chérit autant le royaume de
        France que le Roi son auguste époux” [“The Queen cherishes the kingdom of France as much as her august husband
        the king”]. Most copies of Lanjuinais’s pamphlet were confiscated. The same is true of the only other
        pre-revolutionary printed libelle against Marie-Antoinette that we have not yet mentioned, Le
        Portefeuille d’un talon rouge (Burrows, 2006; Darnton, 2010).
      

    

    
      Royal Consorts and Printed Poison before the Revolution


      
        Thus down to the revolution, character attacks targeting the queen’s chastity were almost entirely confined to
        a restricted arena, beyond the printed realm. Her enemies might work through rumour and insinuation at court,
        but their slurs were all but invisible in the public sphere. This was also true abroad: even in the
        censorship-free British public sphere defamation of foreign rulers was rigorously policed. When Lord George
        Gordon exclaimed in a British court that “the Queen of France is as big a whore as the Empress of Russia”, the
        presiding judge told him he was “unfit to be considered an Englishman.” This exchange was omitted from pamphlet
        accounts of the trial and newspaper reports, but survives in French ambassadorial correspondence. Likewise,
        when two British newspapers insinuated that a certain Colonel Conway enjoyed Marie-Antoinette’s favours, the
        British government brought an ex officio prosecution, a process reserved for cases that might compromise
        the security or stability of the realm (Burrows, 2006, pp. 129–31).
      


      
        Equally, few scandalous biographies of Louis XV’s two final mistresses circulated while these ladies were in
        favour. With the exception of Marianne-Agnès Pillement de Fauques’s Histoire de Pompadour (1759),
        salacious libelles against Pompadour did not appear in the favourite’s lifetime. Of the du Barry
        libelles, only the obscure, anonymous, novelesque Mémoires authentiques de Madame du Barry (1772)
        appeared before Louis XV’s death triggered the mistress’s disgrace. Intriguingly, both these works first
        appeared in English: it is unlikely they circulated widely in France.
      


      
        If salacious pamphlet attacks on queens or royal mistresses rarely targeted consorts in full power, they must
        have had some other purpose than discrediting or displacing the king’s current bedfellow. Nor is it credible
        that they set out to undermine or desacralize the entire ancien régime, particularly as contemporaries
        lacked an example of a political revolution bringing systemic change. Pre-revolutionary politics was intensely
        personal, and policies were closely associated with individuals and their factional alignments. Posthumous
        character attacks on Pompadour or du Barry ought therefore to be read as attempts to weaponise their memories
        to discredit their ministerial allies, cabals and perceived policies. Perhaps they were also political
        parables, warning of the consequences of sexual sin and female misrule. Maybe they even strengthened Louis XVI,
        by providing implicit contrasts between his probity and Louis XV’s Jezebels? The Bible and French
        history provided countless examples of similarly “bad” kings and queens without weakening the hold of monarchy.
        Fear and respect of absolute monarchy, however, generally prevented full scale printed attacks on a sitting
        consort, whether queen or mistress, not least because libellistes frequently faced kidnap or
        assassination attempts (Burrows, 2006).
      

    

    
      Revolution and Revelations


      
        Suppressed sexual slanders against the queen were rapidly resurrected, however, once the revolutionaries
        discovered the libelles stored in the Bastille. What they found there was lent credibility by title-page
        notices on hastily reprinted revolutionary editions of the Essai historique, which declared “This work
        was found in the Bastille”, implying that it revealed matters the monarchy wished hidden. These works provided
        revolutionaries with a ready-made mythology of the wanton queen, who had replaced Louis XV’s mistresses as a
        lightning rod for popular disaffection. But unlike a royal mistress, a queen could not easily be replaced,
        though some revolutionary libelles called for a divorce. The release of these character attacks thus
        represented a dangerous escalation in the politics of scandal.
      


      
        The Bastille texts provided the revolutionaries with their foundational sexual slanders against the queen but
        varied in tone. The lyrical Amours de Charlot et Toinette almost fetishizes her, sympathising with her
        (alleged) sexual frustration with a husband whose “matchstick is no larger than a straw”, thereby legitimizing
        her (imaginary) joyous sex romps with brother-in-law ‘Charlot’ [i.e., d’Artois] (Thomas, 1999, p. 186). In
        contrast, judging from the description that survives in an advertising flier, the Guerluchon femelle
        suggested that the queen and her superintendent (Lamballe) were rapacious lesbians who had secretly murdered
        political rivals such as Vergennes (Burrows, 2006, pp. 1–2). As the Guerluchon femelle was not reprinted
        and no copies survive, perhaps it appeared beyond the pale even in July 1789? However, the most influential of
        Marie-Antoinette libelles found in the Bastille was the Essai historique, which went through
        dozens of variant editions.
      


      
        The Essai historique opens by comparing du Barry and Marie-Antoinette. It emphasizes their crapulous
        debauchery and deceitful natures, but claims they are typical of the “whores, lesbians, gamblers, or crooks”
        who inhabit Versailles (pp. 14–15). Marie-Antoinette is remarkable only for her criminal marriage, which, the
        author asserts, was intended to secure Choiseul’s political ascendancy, and cemented by the murder of Louis
        XVI’s father, the dauphin (pp. 4–5). The Essai further suggests that a female-dominated cabal around the
        queen dominates foreign policy and strips French coffers to enrich grasping favourites such as the Polignacs
        and Lamballe, removing or silencing everyone who obstructs them (pp. 32, 45, 53–54). Materially and sexually
        voracious, the queen has a string of lovers of both sexes.
      


      
        This portrait of Marie-Antoinette’s character combined several existing lines of attack. It criminalised the
        queen’s expenditure; fuelled jealousies and resentments surrounding her favourites; delegitimized the Austrian
        marriage by associating it with treason and (imagined) murder; and linked royal policy to the illegitimate
        exercise of female power. It also questioned the legitimacy of the royal children and suitability of the
        cuckold-king to occupy the throne of his red-bloodied Bourbon ancestors. In the process, it reconfigured
        existing doubts (why had the royal couple taken so long to conceive an heir?), financial, domestic and foreign
        policy concerns, and misogynistic tropes.
      


      
        Some of the Essai historique’s more shocking “facts” appeared more plausible in light of La Motte’s
        Mémoires justificatifs, which were already in the public domain when the Essai hit the streets in
        July 1789. La Motte’s Mémoires purported to ‘reveal’ the truth behind the necklace scandal, attempting
        to exonerate the countess by alleging Marie-Antoinette secretly orchestrated the whole affair. They also
        renounced the accounts the countess gave in her judicial memoirs, trial and interrogations, claiming they had
        been dictated to her, under threat of death, by the queen’s accomplices. Because she complied, the countess
        explained, they also promised to help her escape after her conviction, which she duly did with mysterious
        assistance before fleeing to Britain. There, she could finally reveal the truth.
      


      
        La Motte claimed she had been seduced by Marie-Antoinette, who asked her to serve as
        a go-between with Rohan, carrying letters that laid bare the whole intrigue. Fortunately, the countess took
        copies: thirty-two of them appeared in her Mémoires. The countess alleged the queen had received the
        necklace via the cardinal, whom she manipulated and sexually seduced to satisfy her cupidity and lust. La
        Motte’s story fitted enough known facts that many readers reportedly considered her fabricated letters genuine
        – despite their accounts of queen and cardinal indulging in bizarre fantasies of mistress and slave (Burrows,
        2006). Tales that Louis XVI insisted he would rather have a battleship than the necklace; the suggestion that
        the queen sought to destroy Rohan; and accounts of royal duplicity all chimed with established tropes and
        facts. So did tales of female intimacy between queen and countess, which reminded readers of Marie-Antoinette’s
        close friendships with Lamballe and Polignac. The countess also explained her spectacular escape from the
        Saltpetrière prison and the mysterious scene in the Versailles gardens, which she said was a ruse to gauge the
        cardinal’s sincerity.
      


      
        La Motte’s falsehoods and the Essai historique’s tales of poisonings and sexual-political corruption
        resonated with the politics of the moment. The events of July and October 1789, when ministers close to
        Marie-Antoinette attempted to overthrow the revolution by force, exposed the queen as a dangerously duplicitous
        enemy of the people. Both plots were thwarted by the armed intervention of the Parisians, but not before royal
        forces unleashed swords and bullets on orderly protestors. Micah Alpaugh points out that this was typical of
        major revolutionary journées throughout 1789: invariably royal forces fired first (Alpaugh, 2009).
        Revolutionary pamphleteers stressed the queen’s complicity: new materials added to editions of the Essai
        historique, published from late 1789, include a confessional monologue in which Marie-Antoinette reflects
        on the stains on her children’s birth, the plunder of the kingdom, and, especially, the massacre of French
        citizens – “such, Antoinette, is the work of thy hands.”
      

    

    
      Revolutionary Excess


      
        No-one believed that the queen actually uttered these lines. Instead, they served to scapegoat her for France’s
        financial crisis, delegitimize her children and her power, and link her to real atrocities. Parisians had every
        reason to fear Marie-Antoinette was out for blood. Hard-core revolutionary pornography and sans-culotte
        newspapers, including Jacques-René Hébert’s Père Duchesne, responded by offering more extreme depictions
        of a sadistic queen and her sexual peccadillos. Putting crude sexual exclamations in her mouth, they defiled
        her, suggesting she was driven by the coarsest, debased carnal desires. Royal dignity was replaced by
        animalistic insatiability. In one early revolutionary pamphlet, Le Godemiche royal [The Royal
        Dildo] (1789), the queen exclaims “This lascivious twitching in my randy cunt,/this is my soul’s oracle; it
        must be heeded./Fuck virtue, that’s a chimera;/a really amorous cunt can fuck its own father” (Thomas, 1999,
        pp. 200–201).
      


      
        Readers need not believe the story to grasp its point. Once they allowed for rhetorical exaggeration, it
        implied that stripped of regalia and outward dignity, Marie-Antoinette was a mere mortal, driven by similar
        carnal desires to ordinary citizens. If taken more literally, she was a potty-mouthed, blasphemous, criminal
        nymphomaniac. This imputation was clearer still in an orgy scene in Le Bordel Royal [The Royal
        Bordello]. It depicts Marie-Antoinette commanding an aristocratic bishop to “baptize my c***, wipe out the
        stain of original sin. Nothing is more salutary than this holy water” (Thomas, 1999, p. 221). Portrayals of the
        queen as deviant, blasphemous monster needed not be realistic to have impact. To imagine her thus, to savour
        such fantasies, desecrated, demeaned, violated and wrought vengeance on a detested foe.
      


      
        Nevertheless, this portrayal of Marie-Antoinette invited parallels with wicked female rulers from French and
        classical pasts, whom the pamphleteers did not hesitate to invoke: promiscuous, ruthless, conniving Messalina and Agrippina; murderous, adulterous Frédégonde; Frédégonde’s
        mortal enemy Brunhilde; and more recently, Catherine de Médicis, who plotted the Saint Bartholomew’s day
        massacre. Perhaps comparison with these women, whose own reputations had been shredded by then-respected
        historical authors, made tales of l’Autrichienne’s depravity more credible. Had not Gregory of Tours
        depicted Frédégonde as a monster, whilst Pliny the Elder and Juvenal told of Messalina outdoing a notorious
        prostitute’s man-count in a night-long competitive sex-fest? (On the character assassination of Agrippina and
        Frédégonde see Martijn Icks’s contribution to this volume.)
      

    

    
      The Diamond Necklace Affair Revisited and the Fall of the Monarchy


      
        Gross revolutionary caricatures worried the monarchy less than the “revelations” of La Motte, who following the
        success of her Mémoires began reworking her autobiography in hope of a suppression fee (Burrows, 2006,
        p. 135). By now, too, new intrigues were afoot, as revolutionary politicians sought to exploit the necklace
        saga, particularly the count de La Motte’s attempts to overturn the court judgment against him and his wife.
        This provided an opportunity for the duke d’Orléans, the king’s firebrand cousin, who had long coveted the
        crown. According to Mirabeau, Orléans hoped that once a court judged in the countess’s favour, accepting her
        tales as truth, Marie-Antoinette would be so discredited that Louis XVI would have to divorce her and abdicate.
        An Orléanist regency would then be the only politically viable option (Mossiker, 1961, pp. 536–537). This
        advice precipitated concerted attempts by royalists to infiltrate the count’s circle and suppress the
        countess’s new autobiography, La Vie de Jeanne de Saint-Rémy, Comtesse de la Motte [Life of Jeanne de
        Saint-Remy, Countess de la Motte]. These attempts failed due to the suspension of the monarchy after the
        abortive royal “flight to Varennes” and the countess’s premature death following a tragic accident (Burrows,
        2006, pp. 135–136).
      


      
        The countess’s creditors now published the English-language version of her Life and sent the French
        edition to Paris (Vizetelly, 1887, II, pp. 204–205). They offered to suppress it, but Marie-Antoinette refused,
        asserting that when the Jacobins found out they would reprint and weaponize it by noting she had attempted to
        prevent its appearance (Campan 1822, II, pp. 194–195). It was a prescient comment. Through misguided loyalty,
        the King, who had been approached separately, bought up the entire edition and ordered it burned in the Sèvres
        porcelain kilns. However, the Sevrès workforce denounced the book-burning to the revolutionary Assembly.
        Jacobin deputies seized the opportunity to stir suspicions, asserting the incinerated papers probably belonged
        to the fabled Austrian committee, which both libellistes and revolutionaries claimed controlled French
        foreign policy. The Assembly ordered an investigation and questioned La Porte, the Intendant of the Civil List,
        who oversaw the burning. The incident was, one commentator remarked, an “imprudence” as it “created suspicions
        of a big secret” at a critical moment (Burrows, 2006, pp. 136–137).
      


      
        Eleven weeks later, on 10 August 1792, the monarchy was overthrown. Within days, La Porte was arrested and
        executed. Among his papers the revolutionaries found a copy of La Motte’s Vie. It was duly reprinted and
        published, complete with a prefatory note declaring: “The lengths to which the court has gone to prevent the
        appearance of this work clearly prove how greatly the monarchy feared its publication, how many facts it
        contains which the royalist party would have preferred to keep from public knowledge” (Mossiker, 1961, p. 565).
        Once again the maladroit actions of the monarchy appeared to authenticate crudely mendacious character attacks.
      


      
        Asked about the auto da fé at her trial, Marie-Antoinette insisted that “had I been consulted I should
        have opposed the burning of any writing directed against me” (Vizetelly, 1887, II, p. 210). It was, however,
        too late for monarchic disdain. Prosecution charges and the language used at the
        trial mimicked the libelles, describing the queen as a “Messalina”, a “Brunhilde”, a “[Catherine de]
        ‘Medici”, and a “new Agrippina”. We cannot know how accurate the courtroom audience found these parallels,
        which were originally made by opportunistic extortioners and cynical character assassins. The queen’s trial was
        political theatre, and most Parisians who witnessed it considered her a sworn enemy. Nevertheless, it is
        suggestive that the revolutionary leadership permitted the aforementioned radical revolutionary journalist
        Hébert and Simon, the dauphin’s gaoler, to present concocted “evidence” that Marie-Antoinette had sexually
        abused her own son (Walter, 1968). Conversely, the sympathetic murmurings of the gallery when a visibly shocked
        Marie-Antoinette asked indignantly whether the mothers present could believe such an accusation, suggests
        public demonization of the queen had its limits. The disturbance alarmed the prosecutors, but a guilty verdict
        was assured. Scandalous pamphleteering and character assassination may have played a part in the outcome, but
        we should not underestimate the importance of the queen’s own political choices. She was on trial as a symbol
        of the hated monarchy and Austrian alliance, the mythical sexualised and corrupt woman of caricature, and a
        reactionary political actress who had conspired against the newly sovereign French people in letters and plots.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        The character assassination of Marie-Antoinette, born of court intrigue and extortioner’s ruse, became
        democratised by the revolution. Previously contained largely within gossipy elite circles at Versailles or
        piles of impounded pamphlets in the Bastille, malicious and frequently sexualised slander escaped the leash in
        1789. In that moment of fear, conspiracy phobia, and genuine aristocratic plots, the aspersions cast at the
        queen gained new salience. Ham-fisted attempts at transparency (the necklace trial) or the suppression of
        crimes of lèse majesté (by buying-up blackmail pamphlets) now appeared, and were portrayed as, royal
        cover-ups. Things previously uttered publicly only in the cynical power-plays of powerful elite figures such as
        Provence, Rohan, or Frederick the Great, became expressible and thinkable by ordinary people as radically
        subversive texts began to circulate in revolutionary public space. The escalation in stakes from courtly malice
        to revolutionary denunciation, however, had deeper dynamics, powered by the ambitions and jealousies of
        courtiers and revolutionary plotters, together with the actions and perceptions of a queen who was implicated
        in a series of real and imaginary conspiracies. Character assassination was but one weapon in these lethal
        struggles.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. Historians debate the accuracy of these accounts of sexual violation and
        dismemberment, which were nevertheless widely circulated and believed at the time.
      


      
        2. The best treatments of the affair are Beckman (2014) and Mossiker (1961).
        See also Burrows (2006).
      


      
        3. The papers of Rohan’s lawyer, Target, in the Bibliothèque historique de la
        ville de Paris, MS 691, reveal Rohan demanded Target retrench phrases in a key memorandum that might establish
        his culpability (fos 8–9); significantly changed the date of his (supposed?) midnight rendez-vous with d’Oliva
        to assist his defence (fo. 171v.) and considered insisting that “dissimulating through modesty [pudeur]
        is not a crime” (fo. 76).
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      It’s another episode of The People’s Court, that soap operatic daytime reality television show full of
      small claims disputes and dramatized legal proceedings. President Donald J. Trump is the plaintiff. A gravelly
      voice announces Trump’s gripe: “He claims that some phony judges are being very mean to him. He’s asking for
      broad, unchecked power. Will he get it?” As the voiceover runs, the president saunters through the gallery, his
      body a bit listed, his lips puckered, his eyes squinted with one eyebrow raised, and his face possessed by a
      scowl. A text overlay appears on the screen to the sound of a stenotype. The president is suing for “Justice,
      Bigly (SP).” Trump stands before a podium. Three judges from the Ninth Circuit then file into the courtroom.
      “They’re accused,” we are told, “of letting ‘bad hombres’ pour into this country,” or, as new, sardonic text
      proposes, “I guess, knowing the Constitution?” The judges are sworn in. Trump, however, waves off the oath. “I’m
      good,” he says. Before proceeding, Judge Marilyn Milian reminds Trump that “The People’s Court” is a “TV court,”
      and so something of a bogus site for jurisprudence. “That’s okay,” Trump replies,” I’m a TV president.” Judge
      Milian hears the case, by turns mocking an executive order barring entry to citizens of Muslim-majority
      countries, making fun of the president’s ill logic and disrespect for senior court officials, and lambasting the
      generalized folly of the Trump presidency. In this setup, though, the president is actually comic actor Alec
      Baldwin (Figure 15.1), the courtroom is a stage on the comedy show Saturday Night Live
      (SNL), and the content of the case is a pastiche of Trump’s words and deeds.
    


    
      The “Baldwin-as-Trump” caricature is a glaring iteration of caricature attack on a US president (Izadi, 2017).
      Comedy writ large has thrived amidst the critical “lampoonery” in the Trump Era (Spangler). Evidence of this can
      be seen from a surfeit of political cartoons, the glower of late-night hosts, a glut of Trump impersonators, and
      the diffusion of pleas for still more satire.1 And its impacts on Trump in
      particular can be seen from his labels of famed satirist Stephen Colbert as a “filthy,” “not funny,” “no-talent
      guy” (in an interview with TIME magazine after Colbert made a crude joke in May 2017 about oral sex
      between Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin) to his copious tweets condemning SNL. However, Baldwin
      has so captivated his caricature’s target and audiences alike that it typifies a “feedback loop between public
      mockery and White House reaction” ( Johnson, 2017), with Baldwin’s comicality enlarging Trump’s dyed-in-the-wool
      penchant for lashing out at critics – and underlining caricature’s capacity to blur the lines between clownery
      and grotesquery, reality and pretense. At least one reason for this cycle of mutual recognition and reinforcement
      is the fact that Baldwin’s caricature is not simply outlandish; instead, it is spot-on, even uncanny. If
      caricature as a mode of character attack relies partly on the put-ons of comic uncanniness, then Baldwin-as-Trump
      is both at home in his humor and horrifying in his “frightening interchangeability, doubling, and lack of clear
      boundaries” (Linville, 2004, p. 16). Following Baldwin, from the Sublime to the Ridiculous there are but two
      Trumps.2
    


    
      [image: Image]

      
        Figure 15.1 Baldwin-as-Trump in the Saturday Night Live Sketch, “Trump People’s Court,” 4 February
        2017
      


      
        Source: Screenshot from Saturday Night Live, 4 February 2017
      

    


    
      The dynamic between “presentations of self” and perceptions thereof is driven by the sort of “impression
      management” that arises when the grotesqueries of one’s character are put on display (Goffmann, 1959, p. 49).
      This dynamic is amplified when the object of comic ridicule actively engages the provocateur. Baldwin is an
      embodied caricature of Trump. Then again, Trump himself has been called a caricature of, well, himself. One
      commentator asserts that, in situ, Trump is “the ugly American: loud, boorish, and ill-informed” (Milbank, 2017).
      Namely before crowds of supporters, Trump has shown a flair for impudence, shamelessness, flagrancy, and
      vulgarity, coming off as a peculiar cross between a manic depressive and a Mad Hatter. “Absurd,” says another
      commentator. “Ridiculous. Funny, perhaps, to a certain sort” (Parker). These are many of the qualities that
      Baldwin recasts to rile Trump up. Emily Nussbaum (2017) went so far as to say that Trump essentially made his
      candidacy and ultimate election into one big in-joke between himself and anti-establishment voters. In this
      chapter I argue that Baldwin-as-Trump is an exemplar of embodied caricature as a mode of character attack on the
      US president. Baldwin mimics Trump’s own offbeat moods and manners to distort the nature of principled democratic
      leadership. As such, he makes fun of the very characteristics in Trump that are
      attractive to some and repulsive for others, filling out an image of the caricaturist as a Wise Fool while
      displaying the breakdown of a wholly Washingtonian “sacred union of citizens” in the wake of executive
      debaucheries. Caricature attack, so conceived, is not just a rhetorical device for commenting on character, but
      also a comic portrayal that contributes to the constitution as much as the calumniation of character. That is,
      caricature attack blends comic judgments with other public opinions about how a person like Trump carries
      himself, making those judgments part of the very character that is under assault.
    


    
      To make my case, I take stock of caricature (and character) in the rhetorical tradition. SNL has a
      decades-long history of political burlesque (Brownell, 2016), with seven presidents and many more politicians
      being thrust before what Steven Heller and Gail Anderson (1992) call the “savage mirror” since the show’s
      inception. Yet these performative caricatures have ancient roots. Clownery dates back to the harlequins of
      commedia dell’arte. Vice is a staple of the theater. In one infamous portrayal, comic poet Aristophanes
      transmogrifies the tyrant, Cleon, into a literal dog in his play, The Wasps. Cleon, after all, dubbed
      himself the “watch-dog of the people,” despite being a brash demagogue who flattered the demos while beating
      them, raiding their public coffers, and threatening their livelihoods (Schutz, 1977, p. 53). In The
      Knights, too, Cleon comes to life in an “on-stage caricature attack” (Sidwell, 2009, p. 23), full of fits,
      faults, and foibles. Performative caricatures present other selves in the body of a comic actor, betraying
      character flaws in the interplay of real and falsified imagery. I therefore consider how Baldwin’s mimetic
      construction of Trump travesties presidential character in terms of the stupid and ribald. In so doing, this
      chapter looks at SNL sketches in which Baldwin homes in on Trump’s most laughable dispositional
      characteristics. Ultimately, I pick up on the related themes of distorted mirror imagery and bad company (in
      concomitant sendups of his staff ) to argue that if argumentum ad hominem attends to the content of a
      person’s character and not, say, the substance of an argument, then argumentum ad carricare makes known
      that the content of a person’s character is the substance of an argument – and the stuff of rhetorical
      attack. To make an argument about character via caricature is to make an appeal to and through comic ridicule. I
      begin by situating caricature in a rhetorical tradition of ad hominem attacks and epideictic displays of
      blame.
    


    
      In Character, On the Attack


      
        “Trump himself is responsible for nearly all of the content,” said Baldwin in an interview with The Associated
        Press in May 2017. “Trump is the head writer at SNL. Nearly everything, every consonant, and every vowel
        is something that Trump himself has rendered in some way. So I think Trump is even more frustrated because he
        has only himself to blame.” A month earlier, Baldwin appeared on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert and
        shared how he gets into character. After proclaiming that his performance is “totally a caricature,” Baldwin
        focused on Trump’s face as a mirror to his temperament. With one eyebrow up, the other down, and a face shoved
        out “like you’re trying to suck the chrome off the fender of a car,” Baldwin suggested that one can see Trump’s
        ignominy, bitterness, and anger (Melas, 2017). Earlier still, in March 2017, Baldwin characterized his
        caricature as an act of sardonic mimicry, which reiterates “who [Trump] is”: a “senile idiot” (Moran). That
        same month, Trump appeared on “Fox and Friends,” lamenting that “the Alec Baldwin situation is
        not good,” namely because “the portrayal of me is ridiculous” (Romano). Indeed. In this conjuncture is a
        reflection on caricature attack as a form of “truthful misrepresentation,” situating “the face of a joke”
        squarely “on the body of a truth” (Lynch, 1926, p. 1).
      


      
        The courtroom sketch mentioned in my opening gambit epitomizes Baldwin-as-Trump. It aired in February 2017. By
        then, Trump had a well-publicized and storied history of sexism. Baldwin begins by
        wondering aloud what to call a “Lady Judge.” A “flight attendant,” maybe? Later in the hearing he demeans the
        three justices from the Ninth Circuit as “so-called judges.” In a Twitter post the same month, Trump labeled US
        District Judge James L. Robart a “so-called judge” after Robart issued a temporary stay on an executive
        order that would have barred entry to those from “countries of concern.” Baldwin also mimics Trump’s rambling
        rhetorical style. “It’s so simple,” Baldwin says of his rationale for the travel ban. “The bad people, they’re
        pouring in, and you see them, and it’s ISIS, and San Bernardino, and Chicago. I mean, look at Chicago. It’s
        hell. They’re bad dudes coming in here. Bad hombres.” At this point, Baldwin converts his speech into lines
        from Inner Circle’s 1987 hit song (and theme for reality television show on law enforcement, Cops),
        singing “bad boys/bad boys/watcha gonna do?” In this crooked line of reasoning are nods to Trump’s actual
        racialized remarks about “the inner-city,” global terrorism, and immigrants. What is more, the entire sketch is
        based on a tweet Trump published deriding judicial blocks of his potential executive overreach, which Baldwin
        spoofs when he wields his own gavel in an attempt to “overrule” the testimony of a federal judge who brings up
        the Establishment Clause. “SEE YOU IN COURT,” he wrote on Twitter. Perhaps the most telling part of the whole
        thing, though, comes when Baldwin-as-Trump introduces a character witness to make good on his bad name.
      


      
        Baldwin introduces his witness as “family,” and as “an incredible person with impeccable credentials.”
        During this introduction, actor Mikey Day as Donald Trump, Jr. rises from a seat behind his dad, buttons his
        suit jacket, and poses with an air of pomp and circumstance – until Baldwin announces, “Mr. Vladimir Putin.” As
        a voiceover tells of Putin’s authoritarian leadership and “longtime crush” with Trump,3 the faux Russian leader struts in and exchanges high-fives with Trump, Jr. and the Grim
        Reaper (SNL’s representation of political operative and Alt-Right poster child, Steve Bannon), and
        awkwardly fist bumps with Trump’s other son, Eric, portrayed by Alex Moffatt as the family dunce. Putin and
        Trump then shake hands. Beck Bennett-as-Putin puffs his chest and speaks in a thick Russian accent. Trump is a
        “great friend,” he says, a “little American Happy Meal,” and a man so upright that he’d “go against his own
        country” simply to please the US electorate. The Putin character departs nearly as quickly as he came, and the
        “Lady Judge” dismisses a request by Trump to settle the case out of court before ruling that the ban is wrong,
        and declaring that Trump is scaring her. The sketch wraps with a preview of the next case, with Trump as the
        plaintiff prosecuting a manager at Nordstrom.
      


      
        Part of what makes caricature so powerful a mode of comic mimicry is its doubled status as a form of witnessing
        the conduct of another person. As Bradford Vivian (2017, pp. 24–26) asserts, witnessing entails rhetorical
        invention. It is a commonplace, which is to say a contact point for considering ways of seeing character in
        terms of artful self-presentation and the re-presentation of selves by others. Character is a signifier
        for a rhētor’s moral calculus, a showpiece for the coordination of phrónēsis (the exhibition of
        practical wisdom) and artfulness, and a signpost of ethical knowledge (Garver, 1994, p. 174; Jost, 2004, p. 78;
        Walton, 1998, p. 179). It is about public performances and perceptions thereof. Furthermore, rhetorical
        character is a reflection of one’s credibility, and thereby dependent on the characteristics and convictions of
        an audience. In other words, to engage with matters of character is to engage with the court of public opinion.
      


      
        Two elements of public opinion stand out with respect to character: the genre of epideiktikos
        (ceremonial praise and blame), constituted by what Lawrence J. Prelli (2006) might call “rhetorics of display”;
        and the logical fallacy ad hominem, or argumentative attacks that are directed at a person’s
        ethos. Both of these rhetorical activities contribute to the formation of, and the reflection on, public
        opinion as an index of collective attitudes. Gorgias’s Encomium of Helen and his Defense of Palamedes stand as
        exemplars of high praise in antiquity. Each oration typifies an exhortation to
        ethical judgment, and fills out complementary speech types like the eulogy and the tribute. Contrariwise is the
        oeuvre of ancient Roman orator, Cicero, which is replete with invective as the rhetorical “ride into the
        attack” (Powell, 2007, p. 2). In his oration, In Pisonem, he vituperated Piso, a fellow Roman statesman
        and an Epicurean. He waged a clash of character with Sallust, a novus homo (“new man”) of the Roman
        Senate, with whom Cicero exchanged barbs over moral indecency. And he verbally abused Catiline in a series of
        famous orations regarding the senator’s express intentions to topple the political power structures in Rome.
        Cicero showed epideictic rhetoric for its condemnatory displays. Optics, or visual imagery, can be epideictic,
        too. As Ned O’Gorman (2005) notes, Aristotle developed the concept of phantasia alongside
        epideiktikos, suggesting that desirable (and undesirable) pictures can portray deep communal
        notions of what is noble, fine, and beautiful – or, alternatively, what is shameful, disgraceful, or ugly.
        Vice, the archetype and stock character, has its principal counterpart in olden iterations of Greco-Roman
        virtue.
      


      
        Insofar as vice accompanies virtue, epideictic rhetoric takes an argumentative form in the ad hominem
        attack. The content of such an attack is usually an appeal to shortcomings in honesty, prudence, perspicuity,
        cognition, or integrity (Walton, 1998, p. 191). These “personal attack arguments” are modes of
        characterological abuse (Walton, 2000, p. 106). An ad hominem attack delineates characters. As a species
        of epideiktikos, a rhetorical attack on the person is a manifestation of ethopoeia, or the
        representation of character through a “description of natural propensities, manners, affections, virtues and
        vices in order to flatter or reproach” (Lanham, 2012, p. 71). In Richard A. Lanham’s (2012, p. 71) words,
        ethopoeia is “character portrayal.” Ad hominem attacks portray vice. It makes sense, then, to
        conceptualize caricature as a rhetorical art of character attack when a caricaturist dons an Aristotelian comic
        mask and bears witness to human travesties. It also makes sense that the comic mimetics of caricature
        contribute to its rhetorical force. In an Aristotelian sense, mimesis allows an audience to figure out what
        characters are feeling on stage. Comic mimetics like those in caricature enable us to figure out how we feel
        about those characters. Following Michael Taussig (1993, p. 129), “mimesis registers both sameness and
        difference, of being like, and of being Other.” Ridicule, then, is the comic frame for a carnival mirror.
        SNL has long reveled in the capacity of caricature to interanimate political figures and their
        unprincipled conduct, if not their sheer lunacy.4 Since the 1970s, “getting
        mocked on TV – sometimes to his face – has been a rite of passage for every president” (Healy, 2016). Today, it
        is increasingly common for writers to use “real positions and past statements” in comic ridicule, rather than
        exaggerating them for comedic effect” (Hemmer, 2015). For Trump, though, who has numerous times contemplated
        altering libel laws to insulate himself from scornful satire, caricature seems to constitute a writ of insult.
        Its mimicry is all-too-fitting in a “comic character” that becomes both subject and object (Newman, 1985, p.
        2). Its mimetics render the caricature too close to the actual character represented.
      


      
        Baldwin makes a mockery of Trump through comic mimesis. Caricature is nothing if it is not a mimicry (and
        mockery) of either “the mismatch between an individual’s actions and his espoused principles” (Rauser, 2008, p.
        39), or the utter dissoluteness in their congruity – or both! Baldwin’s caricature matches Trump’s odd facial
        expressions (i.e., trumpet-like lips and gaping mouth), his slightly forward-leaning posture, and his offbeat
        gesticulations. The physicality of Baldwin-as-Trump is significant given that physiognomies have long been
        considered “indices of character and temperament” (Wonham, 2004, p. 13), with outward appearances reflecting
        inner beings. Baldwin also captures the ethopoetics of caricature. In the rhetorical content of his caricature
        attack, Baldwin amplifies concerns about Trump’s lack of fitness for office, and his idiocy. Additionally, he
        plays on Trump’s failings, from his sexism to his stature as a real estate developer who is better defined by
        brand (mis)management than by the praiseworthiness of his assets. All in all, Trump
        is caricatured as a showman of ill repute, who swindled an electorate to fall for the wiles of a snake oil
        salesman.
      


      
        What follows is a closer look at Baldwin’s caricature attack on Trump. On SNL, it is a staged mockery of
        the president’s flaws and follies. The guise of comedy reminds us that caricature is a performed judgment on a
        person just as it is a performance of that judgment for an audience, whereby “the deceptive veil
        of appearance is stripped away to reveal the truth of the character hidden beneath” (Rauser, 2008, p. 38).
        This, at least, corroborates a theory of caricature that looks for revelations of “true” character in “false”
        appearances. Trump is notoriously all surface. His show-and-tell-it-like-it-is demeanor appeals to some members
        of the body politic. This means that, while Baldwin exposes some of Trump’s outward characteristics with
        suggestions about his inner character, he also amplifies what is already in view. Caricature exaggerates
        defects. It creates “likenesses out of unlikenesses” (Rhodes, 1996, p. 33; Hannoosh, 1992, p. 80), and vice
        versa. Baldwin is much like an Aristotelian comic actor, operating on the mimetics of ugliness to provoke
        laughter. That caricature is a mode of comic ridicule is crucial here. Caricature exhibits “communal judgment”
        (Walker, 2000, p. 271). Baldwin’s caricature harnesses the rhetorical force of being laughed at. The comic
        effect of these laughing matters is most apparent when Trump is expressly not amused. Trump himself is known
        for being unrefined, uncouth, and ill humored. Pocahontas, Lyin’ Ted, Little Marco, Crooked Hillary – these are
        but a few of the offensive labels he has applied to adversaries in purported jest. Everyone knows Trump has
        thin skin. He cannot handle a joke at his expense. He can dish it out, but he cannot take it. This is no doubt
        why, within a month after his election, Trump began “hate-watching” SNL (Robinson, 2017). In December
        2016, he went on the TODAY show to call Baldwin’s caricature “mean-spirited and not very good” (Brown,
        2016). Trump can drag names through the mud. He can feed the beasts of dirty politics. But he certainly cannot
        eat crow. And he has a finite appreciation for jest. As such, Baldwin’s caricature evinces the notion that it
        is one thing to be an object of attack but yet another to also be an object of ridicule. In the next section is
        a closer look at how Baldwin subjects Trump to caricature.
      

    

    
      Caricature in Chief


      
        It only took three consecutive mimicries in the month of October 2016 for Trump to proclaim on Twitter that
        SNL is “boring and unfunny,” should be cancelled, and must be viewed as little more than a “hit job” on
        him. In the same tweet, Trump proclaimed that Baldwin’s caricature “stinks.” Trump’s problem seems to be that
        Baldwin consistently mocks him for his sheer idiocy and bigotry by amplifying to the absurd his own words and
        deeds. One might therefore quip that Trump does a great impression of Baldwin. As one reviewer put it, from the
        first, Baldwin’s performance was laced with “low-hanging Trumpisms,” like “the pathetic smallness of Trump’s
        cruelty, [and] the pithy meanness with which he attacks anyone who irritates him (be they babies, political
        opponents, or beauty queens)” (Crouch, 2016). In attacking Trump as a comic-grotesque iteration of him, Baldwin
        is able to be both the attacker and the subject of attack.
      


      
        Much has been made of Trump’s cartoonish appearance. So, too, has much been made of Baldwin’s embodiment of the
        grotesqueries that can be gleaned from Trump’s carriage and countenance. In many ways, Baldwin is Trump
        – “the hair and make-up, the sneer, the bravado” (Czajkowski, 2017). This visual impression is not lost on
        SNL. In the first mock debate, Lester Holt – played by Michael Che – introduces Trump as “the man to
        blame for the bottom half of all his kids’ faces.” Toward the end of the same sketch, Baldwin-as-Trump
        describes then Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton as “the one with the bad temperament,” almost
        as if he is constructing an I-know-you-are-but-what-am-I line of reasoning. “She’s always screaming,” he shouts. “She’s constantly lying. Her hair is crazy. Her face is completely orange, except
        around the eyes where it’s white. And when she stops talking her mouth looks like a tiny little butthole.”
        Later, when Baldwin appears as the Tweeter-in-Chief during an intelligence briefing, he asks senior counselor,
        Kellyanne Conway (played by Kate McKinnon), whether or not an object on a table off-screen is a picture that
        the media often uses, which he doesn’t like. “No,” Conway replies as she pulls the object into view. “That’s
        just a plate of mashed potatoes, sir.” Later still, in painting a picture of North Korea’s Supreme Leader,
        Baldwin revisits his style of disparaging Clinton. “Kim Jong Un is a bad, bad guy,” he says in the Oval Office.
        “He’s a warmonger. He’s quick to anger. He’s a yuge narcissist. He’s got a stupid little haircut. I
        mean, why would they let a man like that run an entire country?” Looks, in each of these examples, add
        rhetorical force to Baldwin’s caricature of Trump’s public statements and the content of his character.
      


      
        Importantly, Baldwin ties Trump’s appearance to his rhetorical style, emphasizing words like yuge
        (“huge”) and Ji-Na (“China”), and then again making fun of his scattershot logic. In a sendup of Trump’s
        first press conference as president, Baldwin addresses a controversy involving uncorroborated claims that
        Russian intelligence caught him engaged in “golden showers” at the Ritz Carlton while on a business trip in
        Moscow. Baldwin-as-Trump rebuffs the claims only to tout his plans to grow the economy with “the biggest,
        strongest, steadiest stream [of jobs] you’ve ever seen,” to leave the American public “literally showered with
        jobs,” and so on. These vivid descriptions parallel those of Trump’s own tokenized references to cultural
        groups, like “the blacks.” At the first debate, Baldwin referred to Holt as “Jazz Man” and “Coltrane,” and then
        again as “OJ,” “Keenan,” and “Tupac” during a bit parodying a sit-down interview between Trump and the NBC
        journalist. Later, at a faux townhall debate, Baldwin called a black audience member “Denzel.” All of this is
        to say that Baldwin-as-Trump embodies argumentum ad carricare as a hyper-carnivalization of the
        relationship between the representation (i.e., the public image) and the real thing. Two critical themes emerge
        out of this relationship. On one hand, Baldwin creates a distorted mirror image, reiterating the actual
        substance of Trump’s crudity or making it ribald in order to be used against him. On the other, Trump is a
        Faustian fool insofar as his own foul persona is pronounced by the company he keeps (from his shady business
        practices to his dubious devotees). These two themes animate the rest of my analysis.
      


      
        In the lead-up to his first presidential debate against Clinton, Trump betrayed a notable hubris behind his
        lack of preparation, and toyed with the notion of what it means to be “presidential.” During the debate itself,
        Trump carried over his vaunted outsider status by stoking his reputation as a “braggart nonpareil” (Lehigh,
        2015). Baldwin replicated Trump’s swagger in the mock first debate on SNL by announcing at the outset
        that he would be “so calm and so presidential” that television viewers would “cream [their] jeans.” At one
        point during the real thing, Clinton reiterated Trump’s numerous on-the-record remarks about his support for
        the 2003 invasion of Iraq. “Wrong,” Trump interjected as Clinton spoke. “Wrong. Wrong.” When Baldwin riffed on
        this moment in an exchange with McKinnon’s SNL version of Clinton, he interrupted with puerile comebacks
        and schoolyard put-downs. “This man is clearly unfit to be Commander-In-Chief,” said McKinnon. “Wrong,”
        retorted Baldwin. “He’s a bully,” McKinnon claimed. “Shut up.” “He started the ‘birther’ movement.” “You did.”
        And so on. Then, when Baldwin actually addressed Trump’s support of the Iraq War, he did so by making fun of
        Trump’s assertion that he told conservative political pundit, Sean Hannity, of his opposition – in private.
        Baldwin retells the tale, but with an addendum. “It was just me and Sean,” Baldwin recalls, “late at night. I
        leaned over and I whispered in his ear, ‘Sean, I’m against the war in Iraq.’ ” Hannity supposedly shared his
        opposition. “Then, before I knew it,” Baldwin divulges, “I … was … kissing Sean Hannity.” In this inaugural
        view of Baldwin-as-Trump is a dynamic of citational practices, which performative caricature relies on to mix
        comic alterations with real actualities.
      


      
        One way Baldwin mixes reality and fantasy is his criticism of Trump for his repeated
        rhetorical leaps from the lewd to the ludicrous. In the very next sketch, Baldwin addresses the scandal that
        emerged when The Washington Post obtained a recording of Trump bragging to Billy Bush of Access
        Hollywood about how he made sexual advances on a married woman. Trump issued a videotaped apology on
        October 7, 2016, for saying things like “I moved on her like a bitch,” and “when you’re a star … you can do
        anything,” like “grab them by the pussy.” SNL turned this event into a breaking CNN news story
        that interrupted the Vice Presidential Debate. Baldwin-as-Trump served as his own spokesperson. After
        insincerely apologizing, Baldwin makes a number of excuses for his so-called locker room talk, insults some of
        those who condemned Trump’s comments (i.e., he calls Senator John McCain a “coward,” recollecting his earlier
        lambasts of the senator as a loser POW in Vietnam), and then reassures that he “can do a whole lot more than
        just grab it”: “I can bop it, twist it, and pull it.” All the while, the female CNN correspondent looks on and
        listens in express horror, which only worsens after Trump gets caught after the interview spouting more
        sexually suggestive bluster “off” screen. In many ways, Baldwin’s caricature lives up to a nickname given to
        Trump early in the Republican presidential primaries, “America’s Insult Comic in Chief” (Wolcott, 2015). In
        flaunting some of the depraved conduct that reveals Trump as an image reflected in the pool of Narcissus,
        Baldwin plays him up as corrupted by the will to make ugly those very things about his own personality that he
        finds appealing in himself.
      


      
        Trump’s narcissism is perhaps best typified by his activity on Twitter, which he uses for cheap “political
        promotion, distraction, score-settling and attack” (Barbaro, 2015). Shortly after Trump’s ascendency to the
        presidency, but prior to the start of his term, Baldwin parodies Trump’s penchant for tweeting, and more
        particularly of re-tweeting avowed white supremacists (i.e., Twitter followers linked to #WhiteGenocide) and
        other conspiracy theorists. On November 28, 2016, Trump re-tweeted a sixteen-year-old’s post about CNN’s
        coverage of specious claims that the president-elect lost the popular vote because of voter fraud. SNL’s
        version of the event had Trump ignoring the details of a security briefing in order to feed his habit and
        shelter his ego. Baldwin-as-Trump sits at a desk alongside Conway, his longtime counselor and administration
        mouthpiece cum dark magician who pushes Trump’s agenda “like the David Blaine of political spin” (Bruni, 2017).
        Baldwin announces the re-tweet while two briefers stand by, perplexed. “Seriously,” Baldwin says, staring at
        the camera, breaking the fourth wall. “This is real.” Conway affirms that “he really did do this.” The briefers
        try to brief him on the Syrian Civil War, but Baldwin cannot be bothered. So Conway steps in, explaining that
        Trump tweets “to distract the media from his business conflicts and all the very scary people in his cabinet.”
        The two briefers commend the tactic. “Actually,” Baldwin interjects, “that’s not why I do it. I do it because
        my brain is bad.” Conway nods along in silence. Baldwin-as-Trump eventually tries to get some presidential work
        done, but re-tweets yet another polemical message in a matter of minutes. “Oops, I did it again,” he intones to
        the tune of a song by pop star Britney Spears. The briefing ends without the president actually getting
        briefed, but with an air of burlesque.
      


      
        The amplification of Trump’s imbecility is damning. It typifies, though, the type of caricature attack that he
        cannot take. In the wee hours of the morning after Baldwin’s depiction of Trump as an obsessive, compulsive,
        and careless tweeter, Trump tweeted: “Just tried watching Saturday Night Live – unwatchable! Totally biased,
        not funny and the Baldwin impersonation just can’t get any worse. Sad.” Trump’s response is, in esse,
        why some say that he “often seems like his own best caricature” (Epstein, 2017), or that the president himself
        blurs “the boundaries between caricature and reality” (Coe, 2017). In tandem are Baldwin’s real-life
        rejoinders. Just thirty minutes after Trump’s condemnatory tweet, Baldwin tweeted an ultimatum: “Release your
        tax returns and I’ll stop. Ha.” The comic assault in Baldwin’s tweet is twofold: first, it perpetuates
        widespread concern about Trump’s refusal to publish his tax returns; second, it
        makes a mockery of Trump’s supposed deal-making prowess, with Trump having to publicly reckon with the fact
        that his image is, so to speak, on the receiving end. To boot, when taken together, the sketch and the Twitter
        exchange animate just how much Baldwin’s caricature gets Trump’s dander up. If Baldwin’s caricature were so
        bad, there would be no need for image management. Thus, what Trump inadvertently – or ignorantly – proves is
        that SNL is not funny to him, and that Baldwin’s caricature is actually so good that it is
        difficult to watch. The comic uncanny, in this case, lies in the reflection of the distorted mirror.
        Baldwin-as-Trump is an embodied caricature attack that doubles as a frightful judgment of the type of president
        Trump is: sophomoric, vindictive, and troll-like.
      


      
        This judgment carries over to Baldwin’s continuation of his caricature into Trump’s presidency, which is
        ridiculed as the culmination of so many artful deals with political devils. Whether such deals are based in
        cunning or simply in conceit is a question that fills out the thematics of Baldwin’s performance. To be sure,
        the distorted mirror image remains prominent. For instance, in one post-election sketch, Baldwin admonishes
        attendees of his first press conference as president to “hold on to your tits and bits” ( just as viewers of
        the mock town hall debate were told to clutch their “nips and nuts”). In the same press conference, Baldwin
        calls news outlet Buzzfeed “a failing pile of garbage” and CNN an overrated wellspring of “fake news.”
        Another sketch accounts for Trump’s lasciviousness with Baldwin also playing former host of The O’Reilly
        Factor, conservative firebrand Bill O’Reilly. The two personalities stoke each other’s egos during an
        interview while discussing something “near and dear” to both their hands: sexual harassment, and
        scandal. The key is that, in such displays of childish judgment and vulturine comradeship, Baldwin actually
        spoofs Trump’s “pathological obsession with being laughed at” for what he says and does, and for who he
        supports (Waldman). As Baldwin put it in a sketch parodying the threat of world war in the context of an alien
        attack: “The aliens are laughing at us. They’re killing us and they’re laughing at us.” In mockeries of
        devilish alliances, Baldwin expands this notion by rendering Trump laughable in terms of the people, images,
        and ideas to which he is linked.
      


      
        Baldwin’s caricature attack has as much to do with Trump’s Faustian approach to politics (and power writ large)
        as with the braggadocio that underwrites his pursuit of publicity and ratings. Two figures loom large in this
        approach. One is Russian president Vladimir Putin. The other is Bannon. Throughout his candidacy, Trump denied
        having any business dealings in Russia and even denied knowing Putin, despite asserting in 2013 that they had a
        relationship. The final sketch before the presidential election showcases a split screen of Trump and Clinton
        being interviewed by Erin Burnett of CNN. At one point, the matter of Russian meddling comes up, raising
        the specter of Putin’s efforts to undermine American democracy and, in so doing, encourage support for Trump as
        an outsider of the swamp-like political establishment. Baldwin rebuffs the suggestion that he’s in bed with
        Putin while playing on the awkward manner in which Trump speechifies. “I don’t know Putin,” he proclaims. “I’ve
        never met Putin. What is, even, a Putin?” Immediately thereafter Putin’s character appears, shirtless,
        and proceeds to tell Trump that he’s headed to the store. “Need anything?” he asks. “I’m good,” Baldwin
        replies. “Thanks sweetie.” Then, he leans over and kisses Putin on the lips. Earlier in the skit, he kissed a
        member of the FBI, and later a Klansman. But Putin is most outstanding given Trump’s public praise of the
        Russian autocrat’s strong leadership. In Baldwin’s caricature is Trump’s kiss-and-tell manner of political
        corruption.
      


      
        Nevertheless, Trump’s shady liaisons are portrayed as more self-indulgent than shrewd. In a sketch just before
        Christmas, Trump and Conway are in Trump Tower discussing cabinet picks when Putin makes another appearance,
        this time as a Santa-like figure emerging from a chimney (Figure 15.2). The two leaders proceed to
        confer on their mutual agreement that the Central Intelligence Agency was wrong to conclude that Russia
        interfered in the presidential election. Putin asserts his disdain for the agency. Trump asserts his egotism.
        “All I know is I won,” says Trump just before Putin pretends to be a flatterer. “We think you’re the
        best candidate,” Putin insists. “Sure,” replies Trump. “The smartest candidate.” “No doubt.” “The
        Manchurian candidate.” “I don’t know what that means but it sounds tremendous.” Putin then gifts Trump
        an Elf on the Shelf doll, blatantly equipped with a bug in the doll’s bright red eyes. Trump’s wife, Melania,
        interrupts the exchange to express her distrust of Putin. But when Trump tries to tell him to leave, Putin
        praises him for his smarts in thinking about the optics of a Russian leader meeting with a US president amidst
        speculations about collusion. “You can stay as long as you want,” Trump responds. Putin remains in the room
        long enough to be greeted by John Goodman as Rex Tillerson, the oil magnate turned Secretary of Defense, who
        beams when he recognizes “Puty.” The two men then talk shop about foreign policy and crude oil production,
        leaving Trump to betray his ignorance about what they are up to and then revert to topics of interest to him,
        like destroying Vanity Fair, a “terrible publication.” It is a fitting end to a sketch that begins with
        Trump’s own wonderment (in the process of setting up his cabinet) about who he should pick to be president.
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          Figure 15.2 Baldwin as Trump meets with Bennett as Putin in the Saturday Night Live Sketch,
          “Donald Trump Christmas Cold Open,” 17 December 2016
        


        
          Source: Screenshot from Saturday Night Live, 17 December 2016
        

      


      
        Herein lies an apt segue to Bannon’s role in Trump’s presidency. “President Bannon?” So read a headline in
        The New York Times on January 30, 2017. The gist of the story is that Bannon is more a provocateur than
        a policy advisor, but one with enough knowhow in consolidating power to exercise unprecedented influence in the
        Oval Office. Apropos, then, that Bannon’s first substantial appearance on SNL came in the West Wing. The
        sketch is premised on Trump’s first phone calls with world leaders. It opens with a view of Baldwin-as-Trump
        sitting at his desk with a phone in front of him. After dismissing an aide, Trump sends for Bannon. The Grim
        Reaper walks in, clad in a black robe with skeletal hands and a skull face (Figure 15.3). He wiggles his
        fingers and addresses Trump in a deep, dark voice. “Hello, Donald. I have arrived.” That Bannon calls Trump by
        his first name is an initial sign of who is boss. Trump greets Bannon, then conveys that he is feeling
        particularly ornery. Bannon advises him to call Australia. Trump obliges, initiating a series of unfortunate
        interactions with some of his foreign counterparts.
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          Figure 15.3 Baldwin-as-Trump Seen alongside the Grim Reaper in the Saturday Night Live Sketch,
          “Oval Office Open,” 26 January 2017
        


        
          Source: Screenshot from Saturday Night Live, 17 December 2016
        

      


      
        The first call is to Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, played by Bennett. “Hello,” says Trump when the
        Australian leader answers. “It’s the Donald.” With Trump’s vain, alpha male moniker as a framework for the
        exchange, the argument for Bannon’s command begins to emerge. Turnbull expresses his concern over the
        controversy surrounding Trump’s “Muslim ban.” Baldwin immediately pushes back, arguing that Trump’s executive
        order was well received and necessary in light of the Massacre at Bowling Green (a fake incident involving
        Iraqi nationals linked to terrorism in Kentucky, which was publicly used by Conway as a justification for the
        anti-immigrant measures). “Yeah, it was horrible,” Baldwin says in response. But it was worse, he continues,
        for those who were spared since they are stuck dealing with “how bad The Apprentice has
        gotten.”5 Trump’s inability to keep a hold on the relative magnitude of public
        matters is once again on display. Turnbull then tries to shift Trump’s attention to foreign affairs by thanking
        him for still accepting the refugees for whom President Barack Obama pledged support before leaving office. “No
        refugees!” Baldwin exclaims. “America first. Australia sucks. Your reef is failing. Prepare to go to war.”
        Click. He slams the phone. “I feel like that was bad,” he says to Bannon, who gleefully responds, “No, that was
        just according to plan.” “Whose plan? Your plan?” Baldwin asks. “No!” Bannon answers, chuckling.”
        Your plan.” “Okay, good,” says Baldwin. “Let’s call Mexico.”
      


      
        Baldwin’s caricature situates Bannon as a foil for a comical goad to do the devil’s bidding. Early in Trump’s
        presidency Bannon was described as a master of puppets, a manipulator, and a shadow head of state. The cognomen
        “President Bannon” became a nom de guerre, and one that irked Trump. No surprise. On
        SNL, Bannon was deemed the evil chaperone to an impish Trump, turning the president into a stooge while
        putting any efforts to make light of Trump’s vices into the shade. This is even more pronounced when Baldwin
        calls President Enrique Peña Nieto with a “smart, diplomatic way” to trick the Mexican government into paying
        for his infamous border wall – a prominent campaign promise repeatedly rebuffed by President Nieto. “Guy who’s
        gonna pay for the wall says ‘what’?” says Baldwin when the Mexican leader, played by Moffat, answers the phone.
        “¿Qué?” replies Nieto, coolly. Baldwin repeats his question. Same answer. Frustrated, Baldwin urges, “No, no.
        You have to say ‘what’!” President Nieto laughs before pointing out that Trump just said, “what,” meaning that
        he would pay for the wall. “No way!” Baldwin shouts. “You’re paying, loser. You’re a bad hombre. Uh,
        here come our tanks. Prepare to go to war.” Click. Comparable exchanges are amplified across the sketch, with
        various allusions to Trump’s ongoing feuds with “unfair” news media and “so-called” US allies, his fixation on
        ratings, and his express incapacity to do anything but grasp at straws when it comes to the details of
        everything from policymaking to world history. This goes on until Bannon ends the fun and asks for his desk
        back. “Yes, of course, Mr. President,” says Baldwin. “I’ll go sit at my desk.” Baldwin moves to a miniature
        desk where he plays with a rainbow-colored expanding sphere toy.
      


      
        Building on the distorted imagery, mimicries of Bannon (and Putin besides) render the folly in Trump’s Faustian
        bargain as a caricature attack on his exchange of political rule for the spirit of presidential authority. In
        the body of Baldwin, the flesh of Trump is weak. President Trump is a wannabe strongman to be sure. But only
        insofar as he plays one on TV, never mind on Twitter. He is a man without humanity who obsesses “over his
        personal image” and remains woefully “uninterested in getting any work done” (Sims, 2016). Hence why SNL
        could say goodbye to Bannon (following his actual ouster in August 2017) with Baldwin wishing him well on stage
        at a mock campaign-style rally and Death issuing the dire warning that his expulsion only enhances his power.
        It is also why the show could embolden Baldwin to act out a comedy of errors as if he is the tragic victim.
        This, after all, is the punch line that permeates all of Baldwin-as-Trump’s comic villainy. The joke, of
        course, is that the comic circumstances in which Baldwin finds himself are largely of Trump’s making. Yet it is
        the performative caricature that makes a case for how Trump’s inner characteristics influence his words and
        deeds, that any sufferance he endures is deserved, and why Trump’s self-perpetuating code of dishonor relies –
        in the end – upon a constituency of one. Baldwin’s caricature attack is so good because it argues for the
        indubitable overlap of Trump’s grotesque public image with his laughably, and foolhardily, “true” character.
      

    

    
      Conclusion: Making Trump Grotesque (Again)


      
        An opinion piece by George F. Will, which appeared in The Washington Post in August 2017, cast the GOP
        as “the party of the grotesque.” Unsurprisingly, Trump is put forth as the padrone of a “Republican Gothic,”
        normalizing the excesses and inhibitions that are normally reserved for the uncanny, the strange, the comic –
        in short, caricature. The bigger issue here is that, as a presidential candidate and now as a president, Trump
        is not simply a partisan figurehead; he is a living exemplar of American character.
      


      
        Two months prior to Will’s lament, Baldwin appeared in a promo for a Spike TV special celebrating the actor,
        “One Night Only: Alec Baldwin.” Bedecked in attire common to the revolutionary period, heavy makeup, and
        wig-like white hair, Baldwin showed forth a droll character study of George Washington and Trump in one. He
        introduced himself as “the guy who made America great the first time,” namely as a result of how he “grabbed so
        much freedom from the British losers.” He touted his landslide win of the very first US election. He lambasted
        French interference in American politics as little more than fake news. He bragged
        about his “quite impressive” sexual encounters. And – in something of a self-roast that doubled as an affront
        to Trump – he expressed his generalized disdain for “the haters and the losers, like Alec Baldwin.” The video
        reinforces a view of performative caricature as a distorting mirror for the follies of character and the
        farcicality of first principles. It also reaffirms the notion that some objects of ridicule are even more
        grotesque by association. Washington is often remembered as stiff and severe. Trump is regularly seen as
        morally slack and stupid. In Baldwin’s imbrication of the two characters (or, really, in his portrayal of Trump
        as a pretend Father of His Country), the abjection proves the fool.
      


      
        If nothing else, Baldwin-as-Trump proves the rhetorical force of caricature as an artful means of giving
        personal failings a public face. On first face, Baldwin’s argumentum ad carricare on SNL
        manufactures a profound mimicry of Trump’s very character out of so many sketches based on “astounding
        real-life premises,” which foster “a call-and-response between the executive branch and the show” (Crouch,
        2017). But dig beneath the facade just a bit and one sees that Baldwin is really amplifying a sense of what
        might plausibly go on behind the scenes. That is, the sketches under study herein confuse actual public
        incidences with imaginary moments behind closed doors. As such, SNL establishes a context wherein
        Baldwin can carry out his comic attacks on Trump in and through his caricature of a certain depth (or
        shallowness) of character that festers on the surface. Baldwin’s caricature is therefore a meta-caricature, of
        sorts, cracking jokes while at the same time casting aspersions on Trump by embodying a nexus of SNL’s
        portrayal of presidential history, public reactions to the words and deeds of political leaders, and the prides
        and prejudices of a single personage. To follow Baldwin is to follow any number of mainstream characterizations
        of Trump: he’s a real estate magnate, a reality television star, and a celebrity, as well as a misogynist, a
        womanizer, a bigot, a racist, a xenophobe, a megalomaniac, and maybe even a white supremacist. In sum,
        Baldwin’s is not a caricature made of mere impersonation, but rather one built on “mimicry, born of disgust”
        ( Jones, 2017). Or, it is a meta-caricature that displays “disgusting obscenities” as the byproducts of a base
        and dirty man, not as the rhetorical productions of a character actor in comic guise. The travesty, in other
        words, is the true image.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. Documentarian Michael Moore, for instance, has called for an “army of
        satire” to wage rhetorical war with Trump.
      


      
        2. Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason; Being an Investigation of True and
        Fabulous Theology (1794).
      


      
        3. Notwithstanding the prospect of collusion between Russia and the Trump
        campaign leading up to the 2016 presidential election, the forty-fifth president has a history of praising the
        autocratic Russian leader. See Matthews, O. (2017) Lovers’ quarrel. Trump, Putin and the world’s most dangerous
        codependent relationship. Newsweek. Available at: www.newsweek.com/2017/08/18/trump-putin-worlds-most-dangerous-relationship-647786.html
        (Accessed: 19 Sep 2017). See also “Russia Changes Global Image in 2007.” Correspondents Report, [Radio].
        15th Dec. 7:03.
      


      
        4. In the 1970s it was Chevy Chase as Gerald Ford. In the 1980s it was Dana
        Carvey as George H. W. Bush. It was Darrell Hammond as Bill Clinton in the 1990s. Will Ferrell as George W.
        Bush in the 2000s. Tina Fey as Sarah Palin in 2008, a performance that turned the former Vice Presidential
        candidate into a political punch line. See Compton, J. (2016) ‘Live from DC: Saturday Night Live
        Political Parody References in Presidential Rhetoric’, Comedy Studies, 7(1), pp. 62–78. See also Wild,
        N. M. (2015) ‘Dumb vs. Fake: Representation of Bush and Palin on Saturday Night Live and Their Effects
        on the Journalistic Public Sphere’, Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 59(3), pp. 494–508.
      


      
        5. Early in January 2017, Trump tweeted his criticism of actor Arnold
        Schwarzenegger, who took over hosting and producing a reboot of the business reality show and earned low
        ratings for the season finale. Trump said Schwarzenegger “swamped” the show, and insinuated that it probably
        had something to do with his own distaste for the president.
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      In the 1980s, Dionisopolous and Vibbert (1988) made a landmark argument that organisations did have character.
      Moreover, they posited that organisational character could be attacked – and therefore required defending. Their
      work created the concept of corporate apologia by extending the individual-based apologia genre to
      organisations and served as the precursor to the development of crisis communication as a unique field of study
      (Coombs, 2014a). Today, organisational researchers use the term “reputation” more often than “character,” but the
      two are related.
    


    
      Given that organisations have character, we would argue that modern organisations are subject to character
      assassination. Like individuals, organisations can suffer the deliberate destruction of their credibility and
      reputation through character attacks. We call this phenomenon corporate character assassination.
    


    
      This chapter seeks to elaborate on the idea of corporate character assassination and locate it within the
      strategic communication practice of crisis communication. We will focus on unpacking the corporate character
      assassination process, looking at two approaches that can be differentiated by the goals of stakeholders. The
      first process involves activist stakeholders – those who seek to change organisational practices. Their goal is
      to better align the organisation’s values and corresponding practices with stakeholders’ values. The chapter
      elaborates on the dynamics of this process, including looking at why modern organisations are more vulnerable to
      character assassination than their predecessors. The second process involves angry stakeholders seeking revenge
      on an organisation. Here we use “revenge” in the marketing sense to refer to stakeholders who undertake to damage
      an organisation’s character or reputation. Their end goal is simply to hurt the organisation, rather than to
      achieve a specific change in its behaviour. In this case, too, we consider how organisational revenge serves as a
      form of corporate character assassination.
    


    
      While both forms of character assassination can be harmful to an organisation, each also has the potential to
      help the organisation. For instance, activist stakeholders can provide insights into shifting societal values
      that may help an organisation adjust to these shifts. Stakeholder revenge tends to be more negative than
      positive, but managers can learn from the attacks: they may assess what caused the anger and ask what the
      organisation can take from the experience. Alternatively, managers may just look to survive the attacks and
      minimise the damage to the organisation’s character. This chapter considers both the liabilities and potential
      benefits of each form of corporate character assassination.
    


    
      Planned Attacks: Exploring Corporate Character Attacks


      
        Character assassination is “a deliberate and sustained effort to damage the reputation or credibility of an
        individual” (Samoilenko, 2016, p. 115). It is primarily carried out by means of defamation attacks, which
        include “verbal and non-verbal assaults including spoken insults, rumors, campaign ads, pamphlets, cartoons,
        and tweets” (Samoilenko, 2016). The goal of these attacks is to destroy the target psychologically and/or
        reduce his or her chances of political success.
      


      
        Thus far, character assassination research has primarily focused on the individual in the political context.
        However, discussions of character assassination have left open the possibility that character assassination
        could be carried out against social groups or institutions. Samoilenko (2016) links character assassination
        with reputation management by noting that it can involve challenges to legitimacy or social responsibility.
      


      
        One of the strongest links between character assassination and crisis communication is the “challenge crisis.”
        Lerbinger (1997) was the first to discuss challenge crises, situations where stakeholders claim that an
        organisation is acting in an irresponsible or immoral manner. Challenge crises are not traditional operational
        crises, since there is rarely the potential to disrupt operations. Instead, they begin as paracrises,
        situations where a crisis risk must be managed in public (Coombs, 2012; Coombs and Holladay, 2012). If handled
        improperly, a challenge crisis/paracrisis can escalate into a reputational crisis (Coombs and Holladay, 2015;
        Sohn and Lariscy, 2014). In this section, we unpack the challenge crisis and how it is a form of planned attack
        on corporate character.
      


      
        Although Lerbinger (1997) coined the term “challenge crisis,” he offered little conceptual development of the
        concept. It was Lange and Washburn (2012) who developed a three-part model of corporate irresponsibility that
        can be applied to challenge crises. Firstly, stakeholders must be aware that an undesirable social outcome
        exists – for instance, that garment workers are suffering negative health outcomes due to the practice of
        distressing denim by sandblasting. Secondly, an organisation must be perceived as responsible for this
        undesirable social outcome: a specific garment-maker is the reason these workers’ health is at risk. Thirdly,
        the victims cannot be viewed as contributing to the undesirable social outcome through their own actions. This
        requires that the company’s garment workers have been given no protective equipment, not that they have the
        necessary protective equipment and simply choose not to use it. Along these lines, we suggest that a challenge
        crisis is a form of corporate character attack that reflects the social construction of a character attack
        through communication.
      


      
        Following Dionisopolous and Vibbert (1988), we contend that organisations have characters (reputations) just as
        individuals do. They made that argument to allow the extension of apologia to corporations; we use it to extend
        character assassination to corporations. Some researchers do not want to extend character assassination to
        corporations because they feel that corporations do not really have a “character” to be assassinated (Shiraev,
        2014). Others equate corporate character with the reputation/character of the CEO. Celebrity CEOs certainly do
        have reputations, but these should not be conflated with corporate reputation (Treadway, Adams, Ranft and
        Ferris, 2009).
      


      
        Some studies support the assertion that corporations do have distinct characters or reputations that can be
        attacked (e.g., Benoit, 1995). The Arthur Page Society (2012, p. 5) holds that corporate character is an
        organisation’s “unique identity,” a mix of reputation (how people see the organisation) and culture (what the
        organisation really is). Corporate character relates to how the organisation looks, sounds, thinks, and
        performs. A favourable corporate character will lead stakeholders to support the organisation by purchasing its
        products, investing in it, seeking employment within the organisation, and so on (Arthur Page, 2012).
      


      
        A reputation for corporate social responsibility is a valuable resource for modern
        organisations. As such, they place heavy emphasis on CSR and often spend huge amounts of resources on
        cultivating this reputation (Rasche, Morsing and Moon, 2017). A challenge crisis threatens to damage the
        corporate character by revealing the organisation to be irresponsible. Even if an organisation is falsely
        accused, so long as stakeholders believe the challenge, some of the benefits derived from its hard-won
        reputation for responsibility are lost (Coombs and Holladay, 2015). As noted earlier, a challenge crisis begins
        as a crisis threat (a paracrisis) that must be managed in public; it may escalate into a full-blown
        reputational crisis. Paracrises and reputational crises are both possible outcomes of character attacks that
        have the potential to damage an organisation’s valuable assets (Coombs, 2015).
      


      
        As with traditional character attacks, attackers have a reason for their challenges to an organisation. The
        orchestrators of challenge crises typically want an organisation to change behaviours or policies they deem
        “irresponsible.” Corporate character attacks are strategic, as the following two examples illustrate. In March
        2010, Greenpeace launched a campaign designed to portray Nestlé as irresponsible over its palm oil sourcing.
        Greenpeace used a video and a number of other tactics to raise awareness and foster condemnation of Nestlé’s
        actions. After failing to handle a large number of negative Facebook posts effectively, Nestlé agreed to change
        its palm oil sourcing practices. The corporate character assassination attempt (challenge crisis) was
        successful: Greenpeace achieved the change to corporate behaviour it sought (Coombs, 2014a). Also in 2010, a
        group of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) led by Green America sought to force Hershey to disclose
        information about cacao sourcing by linking Hershey to child slave labour in the fields of West Africa, where
        most cacao originates. A variety of tactics were used to make stakeholders aware of the company’s
        responsibility for this undesirable social outcome. Initially, this challenge crisis failed to achieve its
        desired objective: Hershey’s did not address the issues raised in the campaign for more than a year (Coombs,
        2014a).
      


      
        These two examples were selected because they demonstrate that the mere existence of a corporate character
        attack is not sufficient to ensure that a corporation’s character will be damaged. Indeed, the organisation may
        not even view the character attack as a legitimate threat. Managers confronted with such an attack seem to
        choose from a menu of six options: (1) refusal: ignoring the challenge; (2) refute the challenge by countering
        that the organisation is behaving responsibly; (3) repress the challenge by attempting to stop the perpetrators
        of the attack from spreading their message; (4) recognition that a problem does exist; (5) revision: making
        some changes, but without acquiescing to all the demands made by the challengers, and (6) reform: show willing
        to make all the changes requested by the challengers (Coombs and Holladay, 2015). Note how three of the six
        responses accept the status quo, one goes no further than to recognise a problem, and only two take actions
        designed to address the problem (the goal of the challengers).
      


      
        The success or failure of a planned corporate character attack depends in large part upon the salience of the
        stakeholders initiating the attack, the material cost of the requested changes, and the fit between requested
        changes and the organisation’s strategy. Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997) defined stakeholder salience in terms
        of three variables: (1) legitimacy: what is considered appropriate in a society; (2) power: the ability to
        affect the behaviour of others; and (3) urgency: commitment to the issue and time pressure. Stakeholders can
        use communication strategies to increase their legitimacy, power, and urgency (Coombs and Holladay, 2015). By
        increasing their salience, stakeholders increase the likelihood that managers will address the concerns behind
        the corporate character assassination attempt. Managers will resist changes that are too costly for an
        organisation – those that have high material costs or go beyond what  den Hond and
        de Bakker (2007) call pragmatic legitimacy. They will also oppose changes that are inconsistent with the
        organisation’s dominant strategies. A character assassination attempt is most likely to be successful when it
        is low-cost and consistent with – or at least not contradictory to – organisational strategy (Coombs, 2017).
      


      
        While corporate character assassination sounds negative, it can have positive outcomes for stakeholders and the
        organisation alike. Stakeholders can benefit because the changes brought about by a successful corporate
        character assassination attempt can improve society in many ways. For their part, organisations can benefit
        from an improved understanding of the values and desire of stakeholders and from correcting problematic
        expectation gaps between the organisation and its stakeholders.
      

    

    
      Spontaneous Attacks: Exploring Consumer Anger


      
        Corporations often use hashtags to create digital campaigns. The idea is for the campaign to generate positive
        posts, but stakeholders sometimes engage in “hashtag hijacking” – using the hashtag to post negative comments.
        What began as positive strategic communication designed to achieve an organisational objective boomerangs,
        threatening the organisation’s character or reputation with negative publicity and negative word-of-mouth. An
        example of hashtag hijacking is #McDStories. The promotion was designed to encourage McDonald’s stakeholders to
        post positive messages about their experiences with the corporation, in what is called “shared media.” Instead,
        the hashtag was used to share negative comments about poor customer service and bad products (Brownell, 2012).
      


      
        Hashtag hijacking is a spontaneous attack by distributed stakeholders and has a very different communicative
        dynamic from the planned attacks discussed (see “Planned Attacks: Exploring Corporate Character Attacks” in
        this chapter). We refer to this form of attack as a spontaneous corporate character attack. This section
        explores how such attacks might arise.
      


      
        Spontaneous corporate character attacks are often prompted by stakeholders’ negative emotions toward a
        corporation. Service failure – when a “service delivery violates prior held expectations” (Zeelenberg and
        Pieters, 2004, p. 447) – can be a source of negative emotions in cases where customers hold the corporation
        responsible for the failure. Service failures generate negative consumer emotions toward a corporation,
        including regret, dissatisfaction, sadness, and anger (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004). In turn, these negative
        emotions motivate consumers to engage in a variety of critical behaviours: negative word-of-mouth (telling
        their social networks about the service failure), complaints (communicating their discontent directly to the
        corporation), and online complaining for negative publicity (utilising online communication channels to inform
        other stakeholders about the corporation’s misbehaviour) (Grégoire, Laufer and Tripp, 2010; Zeelenberg and
        Pieters, 2004). We believe that one reason for a spontaneous character attack is that a service failure
        generated anger. To unpack this dynamic, we examine how emotions arise, how anger develops among
        consumers, and why that anger may translate into a spontaneous character attack.
      

    

    
      Development of Emotions


      
        Appraisal theory offers an explanation for the development of emotions. Such theories, of which there are
        several, “specify the appraisal criteria or variables that are important in differentiating emotions” (Moors et
        al., 2013, p. 120). Which emotion a person experiences in a given situation is a function of the different
        appraisal variables that comprise the situation (Kuppens et al., 2003). By examining
        the appraisal variables, appraisal theories help explain why certain emotions emerge in a situation, the
        intensity of those emotions, and how different people might experience different emotional reactions to the
        same situation (Lazarus, 1991; Moors et al., 2013). Moreover, emotions can produce different action tendencies
        in people, thus motivating them to engage in specific actions (Kuppens et al., 2003).
      


      
        Appraisal theory draws upon attributions to explain how appraisals of the situation generate emotions.
        Appraisal approaches that focus on anger, for instance, identify four cognitive components that help to create
        anger: (1) goal obstacle; (2) other accountability (agency); (3) unfairness; and (4) control (Kuppens et al.,
        2003). “Goal obstacle” refers to the blocking of a goal, which leads to frustration and anger. “Other
        accountability” is whether or not another person is believed to be the cause of an event. “Anger” is generated
        when someone else is responsible for the event (Ellsworth, 1994). “Unfairness” is when an action is perceived
        as illegitimate: perceptions of unfairness promote anger (Frijda, 1993). Finally, “control” refers to whether
        or not the person involved in the situation could control what happened. Anger is the likely result when people
        believe they could not influence what occurred (Scherer, 1993). Of these, Kuppens et al. (2003) found
        that other accountability was the strongest predictor of anger specifically, concluding that the other
        three components were related to similar negative emotions, including fear, shame, and sadness.
      


      
        Anger can produce the action tendency of antagonism. The antagonism action tendency includes doing something to
        remove an obstacle of frustration (Kuppens et al., 2003). Essentially, anger has proven to be a motivator for
        communication by customers (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004) and other stakeholders (Coombs and Holladay, 2007).
        Luoma-aho’s (2015) work on “hateholders” illustrates the power of anger for stakeholders. Hateholders, who are
        driven by anger rather than dissatisfaction, are negatively engaged with a brand or organisation and actively
        seek to harm this entity in some way.
      


      
        Grégoire, Laufer, and Tripp (2010) included anger appraisal as part of a model to determine customer
        revenge, defined as “customers causing harm to firms after unacceptable service” (p. 738).
      


      
        If consumers perceive that the corporation has caused them damage, they may hope to harm the corporation in
        return, so as to get even. Four variables were identified as producing revenge: (1) unfairness, (2) blame
        attributions, (3) anger, and (4) greed. As noted, “unfairness” and “blame” attributions also contribute to
        anger, making greed the novel variable in this model. Greed refers to the belief that the corporation is taking
        advantage of the situation and harming the consumer in some way. An example would be a corporation raising
        prices simply to enhance its profit margins. Grégoire et al.’s data suggested that unfairness and blame
        produced anger and that anger and greed were linked to a desire for revenge. In turn, a desire for revenge was
        positively correlated with online complaining for negative publicity (OCNP).
      


      
        Research on anger and revenge offers a promising explanation for spontaneous character attacks. Service
        failures are one reason people engage in appraisals. If those appraisals produce anger, that anger can be
        channelled into OCNP, provoking a spontaneous character attack. We need to further explore anger to more fully
        develop an explanation of how and why it is translated into a spontaneous character attack. This is especially
        important because anger is among the most commonly experienced emotions when there is a problem between a
        customer and an organisation (Sánchez-García and Currás-Pérez, 2011). Anger produces specific physiological
        reactions, induces feelings ranging from rage to annoyance, and creates the cognition of resentment (Turner,
        2007). Emotions are typically short episodes (Moors, 2013). But what facilitates or inhibits anger-motivated
        attacks on corporate character?
      

    

    
      Anger and Communicative Action


      
        Turner (2007) created the Anger Activism Model (AAM) to help explain how anger might motivate individuals to
        communicate. AAM has two driving factors: anger and efficacy.
      


      
        “Anger” is the level of anger an individual feels in the situation. “Efficacy” is the individual’s belief that
        she or he can do something to remedy the situation that caused the anger. These two variables can be used to
        identify four publics: (1) activist, (2) angry, (3) empowered, and (4) disinterested. Activist publics have
        high levels of anger and efficacy. Activists are willing to engage in the situation and engage in
        communication. Angry publics experience high levels of anger but low levels of efficacy. They are angry but
        feel there is nothing they can do about the situation. This perceived lack of efficacy causes angry people not
        to engage in communication. Empowered publics feel they have efficacy, but experience low anger and little
        reason to act. Finally, disinterested publics are low in both anger and efficacy, resulting in no action being
        taken.
      


      
        Although the AAM was originally developed for risk communication and health messages, it can be modified and
        applied to service failures. Customers can experience a variety of emotions during a service failure, including
        regret, dissatisfaction, and anger. When the individual and situational variables create the proper conditions,
        anger is the experienced emotion. That anger can transform into a desire for revenge when the
        corporation is perceived as greedy. If people feel there is something they can do about the situation, they
        will communicate to or about the corporation, for example by complaining about a defective part on a coffee
        maker and requesting a replacement part. In contrast, when people perceive there is nothing they can do about
        the situation, they are unlikely to communicate with the corporation. In the case of a price increase by a
        petroleum distributor, for instance, there is nothing the customer can say or do to reverse the price hike, so
        they are unlikely to try.
      


      
        According to the AAM, angry people typically require some mechanism to overcome the efficacy problem before
        they engage in communication. We use the qualifier “typically” because angry publics might still vent about the
        negative customer experience. Venting is an expression of anger – generally, in the case of customers, verbal
        anger – that does not change the situation but may affect a person’s mood or general affect (Parlamis, 2012).
        Venting can be defined as “a sense of relief one may feel by explaining successfully a personal difficulty to
        another” (Robertson and Shaw, 2004, p. 2). Venting is a form of catharsis, the idea that the expression of an
        emotion reduces that emotion (Denzler and Förster, 2012). However, the research data on catharsis generally
        does not support the idea that expressing anger reduces anger. Only in a limited range of situations and
        interactions does the catharsis process actually work as predicted. Nevertheless, the venting myth remains very
        strong among lay people and researchers alike (Parlamis, 2012): stakeholders are likely to believe their
        expressions of anger will make them feel better. Hence, consumers may view venting as a viable response to
        their situations.
      


      
        Angry or dissatisfied publics may simply choose to vent their frustration with complaints (Grégoire, Laufer and
        Tripp, 2010; Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004). People may vent by sending messages to the corporation, third
        parties (friends, family, or others who read the post), or all of the above. Social media complaints are a
        fusion of complaints and negative word-of-mouth: posting comments on a corporation’s website, blog, or social
        media account targets the organisation, but the post is also a form of negative word-of-mouth because it can be
        viewed by other stakeholders. Simply posting messages to one’s own social media account or the account of
        someone one knows targets third parties. Venting can explain the spontaneous character attacks characterised by
        airing concerns about a service. Examples include McDonald’s and Walgreens, both of which experienced
        spontaneous character attacks during their own social media campaigns.
      


      
        Revenge extends beyond venting to verbal aggression. It is the basic human impulse
        to inflict punishment in return for some wrongdoing, and can be a strong motivator for social behaviour
        (Stuckless and Goranson, 1992). Actions that are perceived as unjust can generate anger, thoughts about the
        action, and then revenge. In cases of revenge, OCNP (online complaining for negative publicity) posts are
        designed to harm the organisation in response to the perceived injustice stemming from the service failure. As
        such, the customer needs to target the organisation rather than a third party in order to inflict “pain” on
        organisational management. When managers see the negative online comments, this creates a form of pain for the
        organisation. We can therefore revise the activist public category derived from the AAM and label it the
        vengeful public category. As noted, revenge is more likely when the person suffering the injustice
        blames someone or something else for the event. Additionally, revenge can be intensified by perceptions of
        corporate greed (Bradfield and Aquino, 1999; Grégoire, Laufer and Tripp, 2010; Tripp and Bies, 2009).
      


      
        Simply venting on one’s own Twitter feed typically does little to damage the organisation’s reputation. Posting
        negative comments on a major social media promotion created by the organisation, however, gives the public the
        potential to tarnish a reputation. The organisation’s social media promotion becomes the mechanism to inflict
        reputational damage and will presumably be seen by the organisation. Hijacked social media campaigns can
        generate negative coverage in both traditional and digital media and are often labelled “social media crises.”
        The terms “brand vandals” (Earl and Waddington, 2013) and “brandjack” (Langley, 2014) have been used to
        describe situations where stakeholders (usually customers) use social media to damage organisational
        reputations. We can call such attacks spontaneous corporate character attacks.
      


      
        The concept of online disinhibition may contribute to revenge by stakeholders. The digital environment has been
        found to lower behavioural inhibitions, including about aggressive behaviours such as trolling (Lapidot-Lefler
        and Barak, 2012). Stakeholder revenge can be considered a form of aggressive online behaviour. Even when the
        stakeholders seeking revenge identify themselves, there is still an element of online anonymity due to the lack
        of eye contact and invisibility of the online behaviour (Lapidot-Lefler and Barak, 2012). The connection
        between online disinhibition and stakeholder revenge is a topic that warrants future research.
      


      
        Even though the stakeholders intend to do harm, they are nevertheless engaging with the organisation. Managers
        can learn from spontaneous corporate character attacks, however painful. They can gain insight into how their
        actions are adversely affecting stakeholders and then decide whether or not to modify those problematic
        behaviours (Coombs and Holladay, in press). We should not dismiss “jacking” as a failure but rather consider
        what can be learned from the information generated by a spontaneous corporate character attack.
      

    

    
      Summary


      
        We realise that there are many other ways for stakeholders to inflict harm on a corporation’s character.
        However, we believe that planned attacks by activist stakeholders and spontaneous attacks by angry stakeholders
        represent the two most common and problematic forms of corporate character assassination. Each creates a unique
        threat with different dynamics. Planned attacks pose a threat because they will persist over the long term and
        employ skilled communicators. Spontaneous attacks are threats because of the genuine negative emotions
        expressed by a corporation’s critical stakeholders – consumers ( Jin and Cameron, 2007). Planned and
        spontaneous attacks reflect the process aspect of corporate character assassination by indicating how
        communication is used in attempts to injure corporate character.
      


      
        We use the word “attempts” intentionally. Just because there is a character attack
        does not mean it will be successful. This is reflected in the way managers discuss challenge crises. When a
        corporation first experiences a character assassination attempt, it is described more as a “threat” than as a
        “crisis” – that is, there is potential for character damage but it has yet to be realised. Managers can take
        actions designed to rebuff the corporate character assassination attempt. An example is Cheerios’ defence of
        its use of an interracial couple and their child in a television advertisement after some digital critics
        decried the advertisement as inappropriate and called for it to be taken off the air (Goyette, 2013).
      


      
        A successful corporate character assassination attempt is defined here as one that has an actual negative
        effect on the corporate character. Corporate character assassination is an outcome as well as a process.
        Spontaneous angry customers want revenge and a feeling that they have hurt the organisation in some way – that
        a degree of character assassination has occurred. The effect of a corporate character assassination attack is a
        matter of degrees. The character assassination can have the potential to harm or inflict actual harm on the
        corporate character. Furthermore, the actual harm can range from minor to devastating.
      


      
        Most corporate character attacks will tend more toward the minor than the devastating side of the continuum.
        Spontaneous attacks tend to end quickly, while planned attacks are actually more of a means to an end. A
        planned character attack is a way of achieving some other outcome. Planned attacks by activist stakeholders
        look to change a corporate behaviour, such as the sourcing of raw materials, not to destroy the corporation.
        One way for managers to limit the potential harm of a character attack is to act quickly to change the
        objectionable behaviour. By making a quick behaviour change, the corporation obviates the need for the attack,
        meaning that the threat may not become manifest in actual character damage. For instance, H&M quickly
        changed policies on chemicals in its supply chain the day after becoming the target of a character
        assassination attempt by Greenpeace (Coombs, 2014a). In crisis communication, this would be an example of
        managing a risk to prevent it from becoming a crisis (Coombs, 2015). The corporation shows an ability to learn
        from stakeholder concerns and to adjust its policies, thereby showing growth as a corporation (Coombs and
        Holladay, 2015). In the earlier Nestlé case, on the other hand, the corporation sustained actual character
        damage due to the prolonged corporate character assassination attack perpetrated by Greenpeace over palm oil
        sourcing. Nestlé did eventually change its palm oil sourcing practices (Coombs, 2014a).
      


      
        There are certain anti-corporate stakeholders that would like to destroy certain corporations through character
        assassinations (Griffin, 2014). We have chosen not to include such attacks because their extreme nature does
        little to inform the broader notion of corporate character assassination either as a process or as an outcome.
      


      
        An individual’s own actions can lead to self-inflicted character assassination. Essentially, a mistake can
        allow individuals to damage their own character, leading to the same outcome as if character assassination were
        externally attempted. Crisis communication has long held that corporations can create their own crises. In
        1995, Coombs noted the existence of the faux pas crisis, in which corporations think they are doing something
        right but stakeholders define the action as negative. An example of this phenomenon is the Cheerios case cited
        earlier in this section. The digital environment has increased the likelihood of self-inflicted corporate
        character assassination: not only does social media give stakeholders a platform from which to attack the
        corporate character, but managers may also misuse these channels, thereby inadvertently damaging their own
        character. Consider how Gap misused #Sandy to promote a sale rather than address concerns about hurricane
        Sandy.
      


      
        To initiate character rebuilding after a faux pas, managers need to apologise for their mistakes and promise
        not to repeat the behaviour (Coombs, 2015). Indeed, across the board, the process of
        corporate character assassination attacks does not end when the corporate character is damaged. There is still
        the possibility to repair the damage the crisis inflicted on both stakeholders and organisations (Coombs,
        2014b; 2015). Rebuilding can include corporate reputation management efforts. For instance, Situational Crisis
        Communication Theory (SCCT) offers theory-driven, evidence-based recommendations for using crisis response
        strategies to rebuild damaged post-crisis reputations (Coombs, 2007; Coombs and Holladay, 2002). To draw an
        analogy, we can think of a corporate character assassination effort as inflicting a wound on the corporate
        reputation. Crisis response strategies can be applied to facilitate the healing of those wounds, except in the
        rare case that a corporate character assassination effort has struck a death blow to the corporation’s
        existence.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Our position in this chapter is that character assassination can be fruitfully and appropriately applied to the
        corporate context. Corporate character assassination is closely connected to crisis communication research
        through the idea of the challenge crisis, a concept that encompasses both paracrises and reputational crises.
        Corporate character assassination provides a new perspective for examining crises by looking at the reasons
        why corporate character attacks occur rather than simply focusing on their effects on the organisation.
        We identified planned and spontaneous forms of corporate character attacks as a starting-point for exploring
        this concept. We also wanted to consider the good and the bad of corporate character attacks for organisations
        and stakeholders. While corporate character assassination attempts pose a threat to organisations, the attacks
        are also an opportunity to learn from – and perhaps improve relationships with – stakeholders.
      


      
        Furthermore, corporate character assassination is both an outcome and a process. Sometimes stakeholders just
        want to damage the corporate character; other times threatened or actual character damage becomes leverage for
        changing corporate behaviour. Finally, corporate character assassination as a process should be understood as
        extending to responses to the character attack. Crisis response strategies can be used to defend against the
        attack or to begin rebuilding the damaged character.
      


      
        The digital environment increases the risk of corporate character assassination. Digital channels pose a risk
        of reputational attacks, in addition to facilitating communication with stakeholders (Coombs and Holladay,
        2015). Moreover, organisations can damage their own character through the misuse of digital channels.
      


      
        More research is needed to further develop the theories behind corporate character assassination and to
        understand more fully the dynamics and effects of such attacks.
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      Introduction


      
        In the struggle for international power, all nations have been forced to adopt new and permanent propaganda
        strategies as an integral part of their foreign policies ( Jowett and O’ Donnell, 2012). Strategic
        communication performs an increasingly prominent role in international conflicts. Often, states aim to
        deconstruct or even destroy the image of their opponents, who attempt to threaten their legitimacy or
        trustworthiness and to destabilize their position in the international system.
      


      
        In this chapter, rhetorical attacks are taken from the domestic political communication context and re-examined
        at the inter-state level. The idea is that rhetorical attacks by political leaders, governments and elites,
        when used against other governments or countries, can damage the image of a country, affecting its diplomatic,
        economic and trade relations with other countries. Attacks may focus on individuals, as is typically the case
        in domestic political communication, as well as collective targets or entities.
      


      
        Character assassination (henceforth CA) is a common tool of such attacks. As defined by Icks and Shiraev
        (2014), CA is the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation. The most notable targets or victims of
        CA are political leaders, officials, celebrities, scientists, athletes, and other public figures. However,
        Shiraev (2014) also contends that this deliberate destruction of reputations can be perpetrated against
        collective entities as a form of collective punishment. This study aims to expand on this consideration from an
        international relations perspective. Our contention is that in the international arena, states’ engagement in a
        zero-sum competition for power may lead them to use rhetorical attacks to destroy the image and reputation of
        other countries, resulting in what amounts to a form of country assassination.
      


      
        The chapter begins by analysing the concept of image in political communication and international relations. In
        the second section, the study assesses the process by which nation-states are identified with their leader and
        how this is connected to the notion of character. To this end, the paper borrows from the field of social
        psychology, in particular personification theory and metaphors. Historical background and the case study are
        presented in the third section to establish an overall picture of the context in which the events occurred.
      


      
        From Character Assassination to
        “Country Assassination”


        
          Nation image is defined as the cognitive representation of a given country (Kunczik, 1997). The notion is
          comprised of two elements: image-projected (the image as an attribute of the message) and image-perceived
          (the image as a cognitive structure, i.e., the image formulated in the minds of the audience) (Samaras,
          2014). There are several types of image-projected: the image of the country that derives from events that
          take place within the country or are otherwise related to the country; the identity of the country as
          constructed and projected by strategic institutional communication/promotional campaigns (e.g., international
          public relations, nation branding); the image mediated by journalism; the image produced by the
          (international) news-making process; the strategies of actors; and domestic and international events
          (Samaras, Iordanidou and Dogani, 2016).
        


        
          During campaigns and political contests, the construction of the image of a foreign nation is subjected to a
          “campaign” logic: it is deployed as a rhetorical device that aims to satisfy the strategic goals of
          national-level parties (Samaras, 2014). Burton and Shea (2002, p. 4) define campaign mode as a state of mind
          that combines a visceral drive to win with strategic thinking that maximises the prospects of electoral
          victory. Images are strategically constructed in terms of attacks on the image of the opponent. The goal is
          to polarise the audience and construct identities of the “self” and the “other” that delegitimise the
          opponent’s actions. The same procedure for forming images of the adversary is followed in international
          persuasive campaigns.
        


        
          In international relations (henceforth IR) theory, countries are the main actors in the international system
          (Doyle, 1997; Gilpin, 1981). They struggle against each other for power (Mearsheimer, 2001). Due to the
          absence of an international regulatory authority, international society is governed by anarchy (Bull, 1977).
          This is a condition that places all states in a warlike situation of reciprocal insecurity; every alliance is
          temporary and every other state is a potential enemy (Doyle, 1997).
        


        
          Within this uncertain environment of IR, strategic communication and nation image management becomes a weapon
          that forms building alliances or isolates and demonizes adversaries. The images that are important in the
          international system are those a nation has of itself and of the other bodies in its international
          environment (Boulding, 1959, p. 121). Strategic images, defined as a subject’s cognitive construction or
          mental representation of another actor in the world (Herrmann and Fischerkeller, 1995), are formed to depict
          others in a certain way.
        


        
          Rhetorical attacks are instrumentalised in IR. Political leaders employ them to manipulate international
          public opinion and other leaders in pursuit of political and diplomatic goals, as well as to (de)mobilise
          countries either for or against other states. A case in point is the US in the aftermath of 9/11 (Goussios et
          al., 2014). It is also worth noting that the internet and social media, and the concomitant instantaneous
          flow of information, have brought about slight changes in warfare (Rid and Hecker, 2009).
        


        
          Attacks are messages that are intended to discredit – or have the effect of discrediting – the target
          (Benoit, 2017). Rhetorical attacks in inter-state discourse aim to delegitimise or deconstruct the image of
          the “other,” usually through demonisation, the “us-versus-them” dichotomy and the enemy image. Normand (2016,
          p. 9) suggests that, in the context of conflict, the demonisation of the “other” may help unite citizens,
          legitimise political authority, provide a moral justification for violence and mobilise the military and the
          population at large. Such attacks may focus on a country or the leader representing that country; they may be
          directed against character and/or policy. Character refers to the Aristotelian ethos and is intimately
          connected with the notion of reputation. Attacks on the character can lead to the total destruction of
          someone’s reputation and image, resulting in CA (see also Samaras et al. in this volume).
        


        
          Character assassination is the deliberate destruction of an individual’s
          reputation or credibility. According to Icks and Shiraev (2014, pp. 5–9), an attack can be considered CA when
          it is “intentional, public and directed against the character of a person.” Character attacks may be directed
          against collective entities and can be very powerful in influencing a public audience even if the allegations
          put forward are not proven (Walton, 2006). As Shiraev (2014, p. 8) notes, such attacks are common during
          international conflicts; an attack on an individual’s character can often be applied, by extension, to an
          entire group. Attacks on candidates from a different race or ethnic group may, for instance, be perceived as
          attacks on the entire group (Krebs and Holian, 2007). When character attacks mobilize the inter-group
          framework, they tend to perform the function of enhancing in-group cohesion by reinforcing identity through
          an enemy (Korostelina, 2014).
        


        
          Shiraev (2014) suggests that CA can be accomplished against collective entities, as a form of collective
          punishment. In IR, however, political leaders most commonly use CA against the leader of another country to
          destroy that country’s credibility and harm its international reputation. Harming a state’s international
          image affects its economic transactions and relations – and even its legitimacy. The strategic objectives may
          vary depending on the political ends being pursued. The demonisation of Saddam Hussein prior to the Iraq War
          in 1991 was instrumental in reframing a formerly celebrated ally of the US as an enemy and thus mobilising
          public opinion and legitimising the war (Rojo, 1995).
        


        
          Character attacks directed at foreign leaders often enable their opponents to gain a competitive advantage in
          a political struggle (Dimaggio, 2008). The head of a country tends to serve as a synecdoche for the whole
          country and often to personify it. Consequently, a character attack on the leader or the government has the
          capacity to undermine the image of the nation. The deconstruction of the character of a state may lead to the
          delegitimation of the state or its depiction as a demonic entity. And, as Normand (2016, p. 12) points out,
          “demonizing the enemy might prevent any dialogue from taking place as … negotiating with an ‘evil’ enemy will
          appear as striking a deal with the devil.”
        


        
          A constant, intentional and public attack on the image or reputation of a country may completely destroy that
          country’s image and result in its moral exclusion. This process is employed to justify any kind of military
          intervention or economic isolation (embargo). The total destruction of diplomatic, international or economic
          relations that occurs alongside or results from these constant attacks is defined as country
          assassination.
        

      

      
        Personification and Metaphors


        
          In International Relations, state behaviour is homogenised – made rational and power-seeking – through
          competition and socialization (Doyle, 1997). The process of attributing properties to states associated with
          human behaviour, such as rationality, identities, motives and beliefs, transfers the mechanisms used to
          construct a person’s image to the state (Wendt, 2004).
        


        
          Through this “state personhood” and by means of metaphors and analogies to assigned behaviour, abstract
          formations (states, institutions, organisations) are transformed. State behaviour is constructed through
          discourse that reveals the behaviour and cognitive constructions of the person who rhetorically constructs
          the personified image of the country (Wendt, 2004), thus revealing that individual’s representations of
          social surroundings.
        


        
          Vincent (1989) distinguishes between three kinds of persons: psychological persons, who possess cognitive
          attributes; legal persons, who have rights and obligations in a structured system under the rule of law; and
          moral persons, who are accountable for their actions under a perceived moral code. The “legal” and “moral”
          frameworks are socially constructed and reveal the perceived social structure.
          “Psychological” processes, meanwhile, constitute the dynamic interplay between a person’s (or country’s)
          static personality traits and the pressure of external forces (social surroundings, other countries, more
          general state formations) on that person (state).
        


        
          This reductionist approach has an impact on image (de)construction processes on two levels. Firstly, one can
          attribute responsibility for actions (taken or not taken) to a whole state. Secondly, one can assign or
          interpret intentions by reducing collective intentions to suppressed behavioural generalizations (Mauricio,
          2000).
        


        
          Although Bratman (1999) argues that reductionism can operate without loss of meaning or content, some
          prerequisites should be underlined. The theory implies, firstly, that all members of a group (state) share
          exactly the same intentions; secondly, that all members hold the same beliefs; and thirdly, that all members
          possess the same psychological characteristics. Reducing the dynamic of a collective group (such as a state)
          to a single person therefore leads to processes of generalization and stereotyping, rendering a state’s image
          fragile and open to attack.
        


        
          States can be personified in different ways: by elected or non-elected leaders, by specific prominent
          individuals in a state’s government, or by any figure salient to the state’s political system. McGraw and
          Dolan (2007) argue that these country personification strategies can affect attitudes among both mass publics
          and political elites. In their study, absent personification attitudes toward states were formed primarily on
          the basis of participants’ memory-based processing – that is, participants retrieved information at precisely
          the moment that attitudes needed to be formed, leading to significant response latencies and weak attitude
          formation. By contrast, on-line processing – with faster responses and stronger attitudes toward the state –
          occurred when the state was personified. (See also Visser, Bizer and Krosnick, 2006.) Evidently, therefore,
          personification of the state leads to the construction of stronger attitudes with greater resistance to
          change; stereotyping; a tendency to dispositional attributions and intentions; and polarization against the
          “Others.” The personification of the state in political rhetoric can lead to processes of demonisation,
          image-deconstruction and stereotyping, all of which are characteristics of a nation’s image-deconstruction
          that contribute to country assassination.
        

      
    

    
      Historical Context


      
        Background on the Greek Financial Crisis


        
          On January 1, 2002, Greece, as well as eleven other countries in the European Union, became a member of the
          Eurozone. In late 2009, due to a combination of international economic crisis and local uncontrollable
          spending in the period up to 2009, the Greek economy found itself faced with serious financial issues: it had
          the second largest annual state budget deficit and the second highest public debt in the European Union.
          Since 2009, austerity measures have been imposed on Greece via the Memorandum, which has resulted in further
          financial decline as well as the deterioration of the Greek social web (Salomon, 2015).
        


        
          The process of encountering the Greek sovereign debt crisis involved complex financial and political
          constructs that were mainly constituted by the European Union (EU), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
          the European Central Bank (ECB). The “Institutions,” as they are collectively referred to now – or “Troika,”
          as they were known before the 2015 elections in Greece – were assigned to work with the Greek governments to
          resolve the issue by leading the way for Greece’s re-entry in the private bond markets at bearable interest
          rates (Rogers and Vasilopoulou, 2012).
        


        
          In this context, SYRIZA, a leftist party, won the national elections in late January 2015 and formed a new
          coalition government. The election was held at a crucial point in Greece’s economic crisis, which was more acute than ever. After five years of austerity policies
          implemented by several consecutive governments, the Greek electorate was looking for a different response to
          the crisis (Tsirbas, 2016, p. 407). It was SYRIZA’s radical strategy and rhetoric that brought it to power
          (Spourdalakis, 2014).
        


        
          In terms of strategy, SYRIZA aimed to build links with the civil society and the social movements that
          rhetorically opposed the “economic and social system of globalized capitalism” (Tsakatika and Eleftheriou,
          2013; Katsambekis, 2015). Its campaign communication was structured along the following axes: high-level
          assertions, in an intensely populist register, about the forthcoming end of austerity; determined
          negotiations within the euro area about Greek debt relief, following the German model of 1953; a smooth
          transfer of power and the renewal of the political system according to the rules (Rori, 2016).
        


        
          After the elections, prime minister Tsipras – who had pledged to end austerity, rewrite the bail-out terms
          and achieve substantial debt relief – engaged in the promised stand-off with the country’s foreign creditors.
          After seven months of agonising negotiations, the battle ended with the utter defeat of the Greek government,
          which was compelled to accept a third bailout agreement (Aslanidis and Kaltwasser, 2016).
        


        
          As the confrontation unfolded between January and July 2015, Tsipras pursued a two-pronged communication
          strategy in his interactions with audiences Greek and international. He launched frequent attacks against his
          European interlocutors, accusing them of hostility toward the Greek people and attempts to overthrow his
          democratically elected government. The IMF, the German finance minister, and other individuals and
          institutions were depicted as enemies who sought to subjugate Greece and establish German domination over
          Europe (Aslanidis and Kaltwasser, 2016).
        

      

      
        Germany


        
          The Greek economic crisis was crucial in bringing about a “paradigm shift” regarding Germany’s international
          image. Germany, in assuming the burden for guiding Europe to a resolution, came to be framed as a mighty
          regulative actor. This positioning was in stark contrast to the low political profile the country had had
          since the end of the Second World War. Referring to the Greek economic crisis, Ifestos (2012, p. 1) claimed
          that “Germany’s strategic decisions are led by its tendency to avoid any anti-German demands and this was
          managed by adopting low-profile political strategies. Even the slightest projection of Germany as hegemonic
          power creates security dilemmas that gradually can amount to elements of instability.” The emergence of
          Germany as the dominant actor in the EU was accompanied by censure in the mass media of other countries, as
          well as on social networks. Contemporary Germany was analogised to the Third Reich, and commentators
          insinuated that German political power might threaten the EU and its ideals (Samaras, Iordanidou and Dogani,
          2016; Laruelle, present volume).
        


        
          Political discourses on the Greek financial crisis underscore the importance of national identities and power
          games at national and international level (Constantopoulou, 2016, p. 2). In pursuing an ordoliberal policy of
          austerity-cum-reform in the crisis-stricken countries, the German government shifted the main burden of
          adjustment toward the periphery. It allowed German banks, which had high exposure to those countries’
          sovereign debts, to slowly repair their balance sheets and appease the electorate’s opposition to bailouts
          and fear of moral hazard (Matthijs, 2016, p. 377). Rather than focusing on systemic responses to the crisis,
          the country’s policy elite preferred to emphasize the purported fiscal profligacy and low competitiveness of
          EU member states, thereby painting the crisis as a morality tale of “Northern saints” and “Southern sinners”
          (Matthijs and McNamara, 2015, p. 230).
        


        
          Symptomatically, the dominant images in German prime minister Merkel’s crisis
          narrative subordinate policy-making to superior “market mechanisms,” which are imbued with human and natural
          characteristics. The narrative’s moral focus on “living beyond one’s means” as “the root of the crisis”
          essentially compels the imposition of austerity policies (Pühringer, 2015). Such blame games aim to apportion
          blame for failures to persons or situational factors, as well as to stable and unstable characteristics
          (Weiner, 1986).
        


        
          Blame is a causal judgment directed at an actor, who is held responsible for violating a norm (Alicke, 2000).
          As an element of social cognition, blame deconstructs an image by assigning responsibility for intentional
          violations of social/political norms (McGeer, 2012), thus constructing the image of an “immoral” actor,
          person or state (Malle, Guglielmo and Monroe, 2014). And by affecting the image of the person or state that
          finds itself at the epicentre of blame, blame serves to regulate a public community’s behaviour.
        


        
          Attributing responsibility can serve to determine whether an actor is an innocent victim (Nussbaum, 2001) or
          else unworthy of help (Höijer, 2004). Statements like “Greece is living beyond its means” ascribe
          responsibility to the country’s internal dynamics, thus constructing the image of an “immoral” and unworthy
          victim. By contrast, the rhetoric of the newly elected government of Greece assigned responsibility not only
          to previous Greek governments, but also to EU policies and to Germany itself.
        

      
    

    
      Schäuble’s Rhetorical Strategies in the Greek Re-Negotiations


      
        This case study analyses the rhetoric used by German minister of economy Wolfgang Schäuble. Although his
        remarks can be considered a counter-campaign to the rhetorical offensive launched by the Greek government,
        there is no denying that these strategies entailed character attacks and were intended to deconstruct the
        images of the new government and its two leading actors.
      


      
        It should be clarified that though the term “character assassination” is loaded with negative connotations,
        such that CA analysis implies moral judgment, such is not the case in the present analysis. CA and all forms of
        rhetorical attacks constitute an integral part of domestic and international political communication; their use
        is guided by a rational set of rules governing “campaign mode” at the domestic level and IR image theory at the
        international level. The present analysis explores the ontology of CA use and does not foray into normative
        theory, either explicitly or implicitly.
      


      
        The methodology employed is qualitative content and rhetoric analysis: discourse analysis of speeches, press
        releases and interviews by German minister of economy Wolfgang Schäuble during the seven months between January
        and July 2015. Qualitative content analysis is particularly appropriate for a close reading of a relatively
        small amount of textual matter (Krippendorff, 2004). Rhetorical analysis is also suitable for viewing the case
        from the inside out and seeing it from the perspective of those involved (Gillhaus, 2000).
      


      
        The rhetoric of Schäuble’s attacks can be divided into four levels. The first level of attack is the leadership
        level, which includes high-ranking government officials. The second is the governmental level, which refers to
        the institution of the government more generally. The third is that of Greece as a country and the fourth the
        Greek people, chiefly the voters and “Greeks” as a generalized entity that includes all citizens of the state.
        In Schäuble’s speeches and interviews, several levels of attack appear simultaneously. The repetition of the
        same strategies and targets allows for persuasion and the formation of the desired attitudes within the target
        audience (Pratkanis and Aronson, 2001).
      


      
        Let us begin by looking at the leadership level. The main objective of attacks on Greece’s leadership is to
        deconstruct the image of the Greek government and its most visible officials.
      


      
        Schäuble saw Tsipras’s proclamations that he sought to change Europe and its
        austerity policies – as well as the blame Tsipras levied at Germany for mishandling the crisis and achieving a
        hegemonic status in Europe – as threats. The first step to deconstructing Tsipras’s political impetus was to
        attack his personal credibility:
      


      
        
          “And then Mr. Tsipras led an election campaign and promised the Greeks two things: We remain in the Euro zone
          but without any conditions and without any programme. I said to him – I spoke with him when he was in Berlin,
          unlike many others – If you promise these things in an election campaign, I can only wish you
          personally that you never win the election.”1
        


        
          “And now the people are being incited by false promises, someone should say that. Hopes are made and
          at the same time it is said that others are to blame for the debt problem. This has little to do
          with the truth.”2
        

      


      
        Schäuble focuses his attack on Tsipras’s promises to the Greek people, pointing out that Greece’s prime
        minister has deliberately lied to the Greek people. This attack on Tsipras’s character serves to construct an
        image of an untrustworthy leader, an approach that simultaneously plays on and reinforces existing stereotypes
        about irresponsible Greeks. Stereotype mobilization for the country of Greece is secondary but actual, since
        Tsipras’s traits are transferred to the country via the process of personification; in this context, Greece is
        treated like a “psychological person.”
      


      
        This connection of images seems natural since the Prime Minister of a country represents the people and is
        considered to have identical characteristics to that country. Through another naïve generalization, the prime
        minister of a country shares the characteristics of the electorate. Therefore, by deconstructing the image of
        the prime minister, it is possible to deconstruct the image of Greece as a country and as a people. (It must be
        noted, however, that the government was new, and there might therefore be some differentiation.)
      


      
        Through these strategic levels of attack, Schäuble aims to minimize “character” (ethos) and undermine the image
        of Greece in the EU. In so doing, he downgrades the media frenzy that begun in Europe after the takeover of the
        coalition government of SYRIZA in Greece. He also aims to block the information campaign initiated by Greek
        minister of economy Yanis Varoufakis and prime minister Tsipras to educate European public opinion about
        Germany’s purported “hegemony” in the EU.
      


      
        To achieve these goals, Schäuble attacks the Greek government directly, forming certain images:
      


      
        “I said, ‘Yes, of course, we have great respect for the Greeks’ election outcome.’ But my respect for German
        voters and the voters in every other member countries is just as great. And you have to find a way. But it is
        not that easy to say: Well, we are not sticking to what we have agreed on – but now we need
        money.”3
      


      
        One of the Greek government’s arguments was that the election outcome was a clear sign of change, not only in
        Greece but also in Europe. SYRIZA had promised the Greek people that it would put an end to austerity measures
        in Greece and stop following the policies of the “Troika.” In addition, the Greek government emphasised that
        the will of the Greek people – as embodied in the election – had to be respected by the European community,
        especially the Germans, who were considered to be the driving force behind the austerity policies being
        implemented across Europe. With this argument, Schäuble seeks to frame the Greek government as immoral by
        showing that the government is not upholding its end of the bargain and wants
        everything for itself without giving anything in exchange. This raises the question:
      


      
        “Can the Greek government be trusted or not? There are a lot of doubts regarding this in Germany.
        This has to be understood.”4
      


      
        The Greek government is presented as untrustworthy and inefficient. Germany seeks to influence the European
        community to view Greece negatively by promoting the deconstruction of its image. Schäuble revives previous
        stereotypes of an untrustworthy Greece and reminds his counterparts across Europe of them.
      


      
        This rhetorical line constructs first the country’s personal “legal” traits and then its “moral” ones.
        Regarding the first, Greece – like any individual – is subjected to specific rules and regulations, a robust,
        externally constructed legal framework with which it is expected to comply. “Moral” personification, meanwhile,
        refers to the attitude that obeying the rules is an ethical prerequisite for Greece’s participation in the
        European framework and in bilateral relations with Germany.
      


      
        The issue of trust arises from the image of Greece projected in the years 2010–2012, an image that was
        constructed by reports that the country was corrupt and had even doctored its accounts in order to join the
        Eurozone. By enhancing this image and its resultant stereotypes, Schäuble attacks the perception of change and
        the positive image of the new Greek prime minister:
      


      
        “Since this government has been in office, the situation is getting worse and worse every day and
        every hour.”5
      


      
        At the governmental level of attack, Schäuble is enhancing the image of the government as a failure. Moreover,
        he conveys a sense of urgency to his European counterparts, seeking to persuade them that Greek government is
        catastrophic for Greece and will be thus for Europe. As such, he implies, it would be wrong to allow the Greek
        government to set the course for Europe.
      


      
        Schäuble’s goal is to simultaneously rally the other European ministers and their governments behind him and
        pressure Greece to stop campaigning and accept the terms of the negotiation. To achieve this, he introduces a
        strategy of polarization. The stable and rational Europeans are at one pole, the irrational and provocative
        Greek government at the other. Building this bipolar contradistinction allows him to “draw” a line between
        Greece and the European countries, then rally the latter around him and Germany. Greece becomes an “outcast”
        and is morally excluded by Europeans, who want the “right thing”:
      


      
        “It would be helpful if the government in Greece did not speak in a way that makes it difficult for us, the
        rest of the Europeans, to persuade our people to help Greece.”6
      


      
        Schäuble thus suggests that the goal of all his efforts is to “help” Greece. He builds a positive image for
        himself, showing that he cares about Greece and Europe, while at the same time constructing an image of Greece
        as an “Other.” In his discourse, Greece is polarised from the “rest of the Europeans” who want to help and
        painted as its own worst enemy.
      


      
        Schäuble tries to maintain the equilibrium between rhetoric attacking Greece and his “compassionate”
        self-image. This allows him not to be blamed for manipulation or become the “bad guy” of the story. In addition, it allows him to win the support of those member states that
        did not fully trust Germany and its strategic goals.
      


      
        In another case, Schäuble explicitly refers to Greece as though it were a person. He uses cultural differences
        to justify his argument and attack Greece directly by presenting it as irresponsible and irrational:
      


      
        “This is not easy for Greece, but it is not easy for other countries either. One cannot live permanently
        over its own capacity.”7
      


      
        His personification of Greece makes the “moral person” category salient by implying that it is unethical to
        “live permanently over its own capacity.” This enhances the previous argument that Greece is “untrustworthy”
        and constructs an image of Greece as not being a worthy, sincere – and therefore equal – partner in the EU.
        Furthermore, he strengthens the perception in German public opinion that Greece is living over its capacity on
        the German taxpayer’s dime.
      


      
        By recycling this well-established stereotype of Greece, the German minister manages to damage the credibility
        of Greece, thus minimising its capacity to gain trust and win other EU member states around to its side. Greece
        is condemned for its rhetoric and practices:
      


      
        “Greece really needs to know: if they want tools, they have to stick to what they have agreed upon. Greece
        has recently made its own situation difficult through its rhetoric, which is difficult to understand
        from a perspective outside of Greece.”8
      


      
        In this narrative, the “legal person” – the person who respects the rules and is aligned with the legal
        framework – is constructed. The message is twofold: it aims to deconstruct the image of Greece in the eyes of
        the European audience by suggesting that Greece has demands but does not want to give anything in return, while
        simultaneously indicating to Greeks that the country’s rhetoric is incomprehensible beyond its borders.
      


      
        Indeed, the “legal person” and “moral person” are prevalent themes in Schäuble’s discourse. Consider the
        following statement:
      


      
        “We have to stick to our course and say to our colleagues in Greece: With all due respect for the Greek’s
        decision, Greece cannot decide alone in Europe which way is the right way.”9
      


      
        Greece is called to fulfil the legal commitments agreed with previous governments of Greece; the new government
        should not, Schäuble indicates, have the opportunity to re-negotiate the terms. Moral characteristics of
        personhood also appear, since it is considered unethical for one member of a construct (Greece) to challenge
        the will of the construct (the EU). This again implies that any change in Europe cannot be undertaken by a
        minority but should be generally acceptable.
      


      
        Schäuble uses the plural “we” to refer to Germany and the other Eurozone member states, with the exception of
        Greece. The image of the “good partner” is reserved for the Europeans and the Germans. His statement that the
        Europeans need to “stick to the course” enhances perceptions of the stability of his personal character and
        political mindset. Stability implies credibility: Schäuble’s stable opinions and belief in his policies
        indicate that everyone can rely on him. The same cannot be said, Schäuble insinuates, for the irresponsible
        Greek government, which changes political position with every new political party to come to power.
      


      
        This image projection deconstructs Greece’s arguments by deconstructing its trust
        and credibility. The construction of Schäuble’s personal image as a responsible and serious professional, for
        its part, aims to enhance the differences between the pole of “good and trustworthy Germany and Schäuble” and
        that of “irresponsible and untrustworthy Greece”.
      


      
        Schäuble further bolsters his image by building his ex officio ethos:
      


      
        “Oh, you know, I do not intend, when other people behave badly, to change my own habits. And if you have
        the responsibility of a finance minister, personal sensitivities are not really important. That’s not
        what it is about. It’s all about essence.”10
      


      
        The position of the finance minister, he indicates, needs to be responsible and the person who holds it needs
        to be reliable. Schäuble claims that he focuses on the essence of the problem and aims to solve it, while
        pinning responsibility for the bad situation on Greece:
      


      
        “I feel sorry for the Greeks. They have chosen a government that is quite irresponsible at the
        moment.”11
      


      
        This argument transfers the blame from the image of the country to the image of the people. The dipole
        “responsible Schäuble vs. irresponsible Greeks” is the next step in the deconstruction process. The Greeks
        deserve what they get, he implies, because it was their choice to vote for this government.
      


      
        In this way, the German Minister turns the basic argument of change by the Greek people against the government,
        presenting the people as likewise having made bad choices that brought them to this situation. For Schäuble,
        the negotiation and the difficulty in reaching an agreement is considered negative. At the same time, he makes
        it clear that
      


      
        “We want solidarity, but not blackmail. Nobody has imposed the aid program on the Greeks. It is
        therefore entirely in the hands of the government in Athens.”12
      


      
        In setting up the opposition between “solidarity” and “blackmail,” and then impugning “the Greeks” as engaging
        in the morally suspect practice of blackmail, Schäuble seeks to delegitimize the negotiation practices of the
        Greek government. This rhetorical move also allows him to shift the burden of the decision onto Greece.
      


      
        Schäuble also deploys the metaphor of a poker game, which is very common in discussions of negotiations.
        Typically, the term refers to difficult negotiations. However, the finance minister instrumentalises it to
        belittle the Greek government:
      


      
        “I suspect that it is also a great poker game of this new government, which has indeed had a lot of
        success with a very special election campaign in Greece. But of course, you can always do that. You can
        always easily promise people, blame others, when others have to pay. And when people are not getting good,
        they let themselves be seduced, but that does not help in the long run.”13
      


      
        Schäuble frames the negotiation as a gamble – one which, he implies, the Greek government expects to win on the
        grounds that it was already victorious in the election. He undercuts SYRIZA’s claim by diminishing their
        achievement, contending that anyone can win a political campaign. This line of argument also gives Schäuble the
        opportunity to throw shade on SYRIZA’s campaign tactics: deceit, shifting the blame, and “other people’s
        money.”
      

    

    
      Conclusions


      
        The thesis of this paper is that collective entities like states are victims of CA and should therefore be an
        integral part of the emerging CA field research agenda. The strengthening of the identification of the leader
        with the country through the process of personification facilitates the transfer of image attributes from the
        leader to the country and vice versa. Strategic communication constructs specific images of another nation in
        order to affect the behaviour of the international community toward that nation.
      


      
        In the case of the Greek renegotiations, Schäuble’s personal image – together with Germany’s projection of
        stability – created an image of trustworthiness and power in the international system. This helped them gain
        and maintain the trust of the other countries of the Eurozone.
      


      
        Schäuble deployed CA attacks to undermine Greece’s reputation and credibility. He constructed an “us vs. them”
        dichotomy to rally European leaders and public opinion, differentiating the majority of European states from
        “irresponsible” Greece. The latter was depicted as an untrustworthy country, as an abuser of the Eurozone and
        thus as a worthy victim of the financial crisis.
      


      
        Strategically, the four levels of attack used by Schäuble (state, government, leadership, people) identify the
        State with its different components, allowing him to make use of any of these components to deconstruct Greece
        at all levels, leaving no space for victimhood. Schäuble attributed responsibility to the people of Greece for
        electing irresponsible governments and for living beyond their means. He blamed the new prime minister for
        deceiving the Greek people and the government for the negotiation strategy and tactics it used.
      


      
        The attempts of the new government in Greece to cement the country’s image as a victim worthy of help failed,
        and the country was unable to win over many allies in the Eurozone. Thus, Greece was eventually forced to
        comply with the terms of the new Memorandum in July 2015.
      


      
        In the causal scheme that led to the subjugation of Greece (dependent variable), the employment of CA by
        Schäuble is the mediating rather than the independent variable. The causal factor for the subjugation was the
        position of the two countries in the distribution of world power. Schäuble’s discourse was facilitated by
        asymmetrical power relations within the European Union, which became more visible during the Eurozone financial
        crisis (see also Constantopoulou, 2016, p. 3).
      


      
        The concept of character assassination is an outcome and a strategy at the same time. Character attacks refer
        to the strategic choice of an individual to attack the character of another person with the aim of destroying
        his image or reputation – and in this case, CA is the successful outcome of the attack. However, CA as a
        procedure or strategy needs further examination to outline a specific typology of how successful character
        attacks are formulated.
      


      
        Country assassination is an emerging extension of CA theory. This research suggests that CA techniques are
        being used at the inter-state level among political elites and leaders. When successful, they can destroy the
        image of a country leading to country assassination. This means that a country will lose its allies and
        economic ties with other countries or even be isolated internationally. There are several historical examples
        that can be further investigated in order to examine the scope and restrictions of the phenomenon. Country
        assassination, however, is considered more an outcome than a process. Future research may focus on the
        particular strategies that can lead to this effect and outline its restrictions more thoroughly.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. Speech by W. Schäuble in the German Parliament, (Rede von Wolfgang
        Schäuble im deutschen Bundestag nach dem Auslaufen des Finanzhilfeprogramms für Griechenland), 01/07/2015.
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    The Fight for Public Opinion and Memoria in the Early
    Roman Principate


    
      Florian Krüpe
    


    
      
        Being Roman Emperor had its disadvantages. True, one had immense power, and although you may have to fight the
        occasional war and sit through a few court cases you could hope to devote a good part of your life to ease and
        luxury. But for how long? And what would you get first? Scheming palace officials, the disgruntled soldiery, or
        a foreign invader?
      


      
        Cicatrix and Rowson, 1996, Preface
      

    


    
      Or Perhaps a Recalcitrant Opposition?


      
        Upon disregarding the irony in the introductory quote, one quickly realises that it actually touches on an
        essential issue of day-to-day politics during the Empire of the first and second centuries ce, namely how to deal with political opponents, or the “opposition”. We are apt to reflexively
        give familiar answers to this problem: internment, political trials, exile, murder, execution, etc. Some of
        these solutions are in the realm of perduellio (high treason), while others might be subsumed under the
        term damnatio memoriae (condemnation of memory), a collection of measures that tend to erase the memory
        of an individual from public life. But it is not that simple. For all the power granted to Roman Emperors, it
        was inherent in the Roman system that these leaders operated in front of an audience of senators, who served to
        check the power of the executive and jealously guard their own interests.
      


      
        The power and purview of the Senate evolved with successive forms of Roman government. A body that likely began
        its existence as an advisory council, an “assembly of elders” for the Roman king, it became during the
        Republican period (509–27 bce) the most powerful organ of government, controlling or
        influencing nearly all important areas of politics and administration (Kierdorf, 2006). With the onset of the
        Roman Empire, however, its authority and power was again progressively limited: while the prestige of the
        approximately 600 senators was still remarkable, and while the body retained some legislative powers and
        responsibility for honours and sacral decisions, political equilibrium shifted back toward the princeps.
        Significantly, the latter could control the personal composition of the Senate by means of political purges or
        designations, and his advisory board now made many crucial decisions. The Roman Senate remained the only
        legitimate correlative to the power of an Emperor, but the longer the Principate endured, the more the power of the princeps expanded, increasingly encroaching on the
        advisory function the Senate had cultivated (Raaflaub, 1987, pp. 41–42).
      


      
        As a result, the latter lost its authority over decision-making. Votes became a farce: there was no room for
        objective arguments on factual issues, no “valve for the opposition.” The methods of opinion-forming and
        decision-making were still the same as during the Republic – patronage relationships, rigid hierarchies,
        factional and power struggles – but became increasingly personal: personal prestige came first, the actual
        issue far behind (Raaflaub, 1987, p. 42).
      


      
        This created a relationship that Barbara Levick describes as a kind of complicity – and symbiosis (Levick,
        2010, p. 138). It was a balancing act between what the princeps could do and what senators were still
        allowed to do. Although the princeps had the power to enforce his will and break opposing senators, he
        had to be cautious if he wanted the construct of the Principate, this strange mixture of republican traditions
        and monarchist tendencies, to be taken seriously. Members of the Senate, for their part, relied on the goodwill
        of the princeps, without whom promotions were almost impossible. Situations of boundary crossing were
        certainly frequent; the main question was how to deal with such transgressions. The broader the acceptance of
        both the rule and the ruler, and the more consciously it was generated, the lower was the danger of an
        opposition threat to the system.
      


      
        In order to achieve this condition, the Emperors had at their disposal a toolbox full of effective propaganda
        tools. Monuments, texts and rituals were bearers of political messages and memories, which could be manipulated
        or (re)shaped (Flower, 2011, pp. 276–277). For the Emperor’s political opponents, or for any form of
        opposition, the fight for public opinion was extremely difficult, as they did not have access to these media
        and memory bearers. What opposition figures could do was to influence the rumour mill, opinion in the
        street and attitudes in their literary circles; they could also make demonstrative gestures. Sometimes these
        figures even controlled the post-mortem picture of individual principes: many historiographies,
        biographies or other literary pieces came from the pen of a senatorial historian who was eager to extend his
        own anger or fondness toward an Emperor into the leader’s afterlife (Tac. ann. 1.1). One did not need a
        certificate for one’s literary representation: “Who has ever made the historian produce witnesses to swear for
        him?” (Senec. apocol. 1.2) (See also Icks’s chapter in this volume on historiography and the character
        assassination of prominent individuals.)
      

    

    
      Opposition?


      
        When does opposition begin? At what point does resistance begin? Or, from an imperial perspective, when does a
        conspiracy begin? The existence of opposition to the Roman emperors since the time of Augustus must be deemed a
        fact, even if Barbara Levick has recently at least partially denied it (Giovannini, 1987; Raaflaub, 1987, pp.
        2–5; Timpe, 1987, pp. 74–76; Vogel-Weidemann, 1979, p. 93; Raaflaub and Samons, 1993, pp. 418, 447; Levick,
        2010, pp. 164–165). Raaflaub and Timpe indicate an intrinsic problem: during the Roman period, there was no
        Latin term or name for these heterogeneous resistance groups, which included insurgents and literary critics
        alike. Terms used to describe subversive activities are resistere, repugnare, adversari, desciscere;
        opposing persons or groups are variously described as adversarius inimicus, hostis, proditor, obtrectator,
        partes adversae, factio adversa, etc. (Raaflaub, 1987, p. 2; Timpe, 1987, p. 66). Raaflaub’s definition of
        opposition is therefore very broad, encompassing everything from simple criticism of the ruler to the attempted
        or successful violent overthrow of the Emperor.
      


      
        If one simply adds up the cases of opposition documented in literary sources (several hundred), one gets the
        impression that the Emperor and the Senate must have been engaged in fierce struggles for almost the entire
        first century ce. However, Raaflaub rightly warns against making these numbers an indicator of opposition. In particular, the vagueness of the
        allegation of lèse majesté meant that it could be used to disguise almost any accusation (Balsdon and
        Lintott, 1996, p. 913; Raaflaub, 1987, p. 5). Raaflaub’s approach to this dilemma is also followed by the
        present study: namely, taking a broad range of potential cases, investigating the individual situations,
        clustering the types of cases, and then asking by which means the Emperor fought this opposition, with a
        particular focus on character assassination and memory sanctions.
      


      
        Previous studies have focused primarily on legitimising and defining “opposition” as a term and analysing the
        motives for opposition. Their alleged fuzziness or their historiographical circular reasoning are objects of
        criticism, but all these allegations are of secondary importance to this study. Relevant to obliterating
        opposition are the perspective of the emperor, his perception of threat, his style of government – and not
        his opponents’ supposed identity-creating motive, as they undoubtedly acted for very different reasons, and
        their main common ground was probably that they tended to belong to a certain “elite” (Strunk, 2015, p. 49;
        Vogel-Weidemann, 1979, p. 102). For many of them, it became increasingly risky to voice criticism in their own
        name, hence why pamphlets criticising the Emperor – which were often the only means of attacking the political
        system and its supreme representative (Speyer, 1981, p. 57) – were often published anonymously or under assumed
        names.
      

    

    
      Memory Sanctions


      
        Memoria is no fixed term: memories are held not only by individuals, but also by social groups.
        Historical/cultural/social remembrances are not static, but in a permanent state of construction and
        reconstruction (Galinsky, 2013). In Roman society, where one’s social position and identity were determined by
        the actions and accomplishments of one’s ancestors, there raged – within the aristocracy, at least – a
        permanent battle for prestige and power. The past was not “fixed”, but subject to perpetual retelling,
        (re-)interpretation and instrumentalisation – not to mention defamation. The struggle to control opinion and
        memoria, about oneself and one’s political opponents, can be dissected and schematised on the basis of
        numerous sources. For various reasons, the following should not be understood as a systematic evaluation or
        even a guideline, but rather as a collection of representative case studies meant to explore the range of
        possibilities for action. Of the more than 60 cases that form the basis of this analysis, many relate to the
        intellectual opposition of the imperial period, the well-known literati, such as Ovid, Tacitus and
        Cassius Dio. Members of this group faced specific punishments that could extend beyond their deaths.
      


      
        A number of factors have driven the revival of the study of damnatio memoriae in recent decades (Pesch,
        1995; Flower, 1998; Krüpe, 2011; Scholz, Schwedler and Sprenger, 2014). In order to fully understand the
        phenomenon of a damnatio, it is necessary to understand its character: it was not intended to make
        anyone an Orwellian “non-person”, but was rather a form of “negative memory management” (Schwedler, 2014, pp.
        9–10; Krüpe, 2011, pp. 245–253). A damnatio is undoubtedly a deliberate intervention into memorial
        practice, but it does not intend to erase all memory – as manifested in different images and texts – of a
        person (Krüpe, 2011, p. 251; Kajava, 1995, p. 201). Most important is the intrinsic message of a
        damnatio to the target group: the immediate witnesses, especially political elites (Rathmann, 2014, p.
        107).
      


      
        If emperors like Domitian, Commodus or Geta were erased from image and text throughout the Empire, if their
        coins were melted, if their governing years were added to those of their successors, this happened not because
        they were objectively “bad” Emperors, but because the rulers or groups ordering this erasure had a major
        personal or political interest in eliminating doubts about the legitimacy and stability of their own claims to
        power. As such, publicly visible monuments were those that were primarily affected.
        But one could never hope to get hold of every piece, text, or coin.
      


      
        The reasons for punishment by damnatio memoriae are various. All forms of lèse majesté (crimen
        maiestatis) are the most frequently cited justification, but allegations such as “insulting the Emperor”
        (negative) or “criticising the Emperor and his family” (positive) also appear. In addition, a number of rather
        dubious reasons are recorded, which illustrate how much “Emperor” and “state” had merged and how far the charge
        of lèse majesté could be stretched (Rudich, 2006, p. 9). The actual “threat” was often only imaginary
        and not factual, and each case introduced new facts and categories under this heading (Baumann, 1974, pp. 51,
        227).
      


      
        The form of the procedure appears to have changed in early Imperial times. According to Tacitus, starting
        c. 21 ce, trials of de repetundis (extortion committed by magistrates and
        governors) and crimen maiestatis were consistently conducted before the Senate. As we do not know how
        many reports of trials of this kind Tacitus left out and how he may have moulded the remaining ones, his
        account does not, however, provide sufficiently solid evidence (Kunkel, 1969, pp. 60–61).
      


      
        Not least because of the well-known passage in Seneca (Sen. de ben. 3.26), which indicates that denunciation
        and defamation had assumed insane proportions under Tiberius (14–37 ce), these decades
        are usually considered a prime example of a poisoned political climate (Yavetz, 1999, pp. 94–95; Levick, 1976,
        pp. 180–200). Informers (delatores) are supposed to have indicted many of their fellow citizens for the
        sake of political and financial profit (Cass. Dio 58.4.8; Yavetz, 1999, p. 95). Tiberius did not prevent these
        excesses; on the contrary, the trials assumed exceptional importance precisely because Tiberius actively
        participated in many of them. His presence in court or in the Senate certainly influenced the proceedings
        (Yavetz, 1999, p. 96): though the presence of the Emperor at a trial generally had a positive impact on the
        outcome for defendants, such was hardly ever the case in lèse majesté proceedings. Indeed, only a very
        small number of acquittals are documented. A person put on trial for lèse majesté or alleged crimen
        maiestas knew he hardly stood a chance (cf. Tac. ann. 1.74.3). This explains why many defendants chose to
        commit suicide, a decision that cannot be justified solely by the hope that their relatives would be spared the
        worst consequences (Levick, 1976, p. 189).
      


      
        As a rule, those trials had no influence on literature. Historians and other writers were not subjected to
        censorship; they were allowed to use the names of these “outlaws” in their works. But with the exception of
        this supposed laissez-passer attitude, the “toolbox” of character attacks and character assassinations
        was quite diverse, including corporal punishment, simple ignoring, not-calling-by-name, the withdrawal of
        friendship, or removal from the Senate, not to mention exile, the burning of all the accused’s writings, or
        professional bans. All these attacks were directed against the accused’s identity and status as a Roman
        citizen; they had massive consequences for the personal networks common in the Roman period and caused enormous
        collateral damage. Let us now take a closer look at these “clusters”.
      

    

    
      Renuntiatio Amicitiae


      
        In the era of Facebook and Instagram, rescinding a friendship sounds like a comparatively harmless form of
        punishment. During the highly personalised Roman Principate, however, this move could have dramatic
        consequences. An Emperor’s renuntiatio amicitiae – a renunciation of friendship, commonly proclaimed
        publicly and therefore very demonstrative – usually resulted in serious damage to the social status of the
        persons involved, if not – as in the case of Cornelius Gallus (see following paragraphs) – the total
        annihilation of their existence (Christ, 2002, p. 430; Flower, 2011, p. 126). Flaig (2003, p. 137) compares it
        to the renunciation of a son, the disowning of a spouse, or the termination of an
        alliance. Nor was the Emperor’s “enemy” a private enemy: due to the combination of the maiestas of the
        state and the maiestas of the princeps, he inevitably became a hostis publicus (public
        enemy) (Flaig, 1993, pp. 295–305). Besides its legal consequences, the punishment was intended to be extremely
        personal and was understood as such by those affected, as the following examples illustrate.
      


      
        Timagenes of Alexandria, a rhetorician and seemingly brilliant historian, is said to have made pointed remarks
        about Augustus, Livia and their families, whereupon Augustus renounced his friendship (Suet. Aug. 51.1). After
        having been systematically excluded from public life in Rome and having had to seek refuge with Asinius Pollio,
        Timagenes demonstratively – and possibly publicly – burned his own writings (Sen. Contr. 10.5.22; Sen. de ira
        3.23.4–8. Speyer, 1981, p. 58; Levick, 2010, p. 175).
      


      
        Suetonius – who, as the imperial court archivist, was the man with perhaps the best possible access to
        contemporary archives of all kinds – states that Augustus demanded goodwill (benivolentia) from his
        friends, both during his lifetime and after his death (Suet. Aug. 66.4; Flach, 1972, pp. 285–286; Scherberich,
        1995, pp. 6–11). He is supposed to have dropped Cornelius Gallus, the first prefect of Egypt as well as a
        brilliant poet and elegiac, “because of his ungrateful and envious spirit” (ingratum et malivolum
        animum). Suetonius further tells of the strange rumour that Augustus could not forgive Gallus for having
        lived for a while with Q. Caecilius Epirota – a man who was said to have had an affair with the wife of Marcus
        Agrippa, who was highly esteemed by Augustus (Suet. de gramm. 16.1). In the same context, Cassius Dio uses the
        word “arrogance”, as well as “multiple disrespectful remarks” and “numerous reprehensible actions” that Gallus
        had committed against Augustus (Cass. Dio 53.23.5). Ovid, in his Amores, somewhat ironically describes
        Gallus’s actual “crime” as a crimen temerati amici, which may be translated as “criminal disloyalty
        towards a friend” (Ovid amor. 3.9.63). However, the Senate obviously took the renuntiatio amicitiae,
        which Johannes Hermes fittingly terms “morally and politically devastating” (Hermes, 1980, p. 170), very
        seriously, ordering Gallus banished and his goods confiscated. Gallus committed suicide before these decisions
        could be carried out; his property was nevertheless confiscated and awarded to the Emperor (Suet. Aug. 66.2;
        Cass. Dio 53.23.7; Amm. 17.4.5; Kunkel, 1969, p. 16).
      


      
        The significance of Gallus’s story lies, above all, in its seminal, trend-setting character. It clearly shows
        how the mechanisms of opposition would evolve in the future: away from acts and actions against the state,
        toward those against the princeps. The renuntiatio amicitiae only became more rare as the Emperor
        increasingly came to rely on the lèse majesté, which offered more options for action, in the fight
        against his political opponents (Baumann, 1974, p. 113).
      


      
        Exile


        
          Ancient sources report exile as a punishment for opponents during different periods. During the imperial era,
          this capital punishment, which was defined in the penal code rather late, became “the permanent
          deportatio and the temporary relegatio; the term exilium was used to refer to both”
          (Gamauf, 2006). Frank Stini (2011) recently presented a comprehensive systematic study of exile during the
          imperial era; we will select only a few cases here.
        


        
          One associates this form of punishment in particular with writers such as Cicero, Ovid or Seneca, who helped
          establish their own literary genre (“literature of exile”) with their writings from exile, but exile could
          also affect other, less well-known persons, for a number of different reasons. Around 6 ce, the senator Cassius Severus was banished by Senate decision – first to Crete, later to
          Seriphos – for violation and decrement of Augustus; his writings were destroyed (Tac. ann. 1.72.3; 4.21.3;
          Cass. Dio 56.27.1; see Hennig, 1972, pp. 246, 254; Kunkel, 1969, p. 37; Rutledge,
          2001, pp. 209–212; Rogers, 1932, pp. 79–80; Baumann, 1970, pp. 246–250; Baumann, 1974, pp. 28–31; Levick,
          1976, pp. 191–192). Despite numerous slanderous writings, Augustus had allowed him to proceed for a few years
          (Pesch, 1995, p. 239). While exiled, he continued opposing the princeps, and the sentence was
          subsequently tightened by the withdrawal of civil rights and the confiscation of his assets (Stini, 2011, pp.
          175–176).
        


        
          The most famous exile, no doubt, is Ovid. The poet was at the height of his fame when, in 8 ce, Augustus exiled him to Tomis on the Black Sea without benefit of a trial (Leitner, 2005).
          Some allusions in Ovid’s later Tristia suggest that the erotically tinted work Ars Amatoria and
          an unspecified indiscretion could have played a role in the emperor’s decision (Ov. trist. 3.11.33–34;
          4.1.23–24; Baumann, 1974, pp. 30–31); presumably Ovid was a participant in, or at least an accomplice to, the
          scandal surrounding the emperor’s daughter Julia (Leitner, 2005, p. 163). Although he was allowed to publish
          in Tomis, Ovid lacked an audience. He ultimately died away from home.
        


        
          Another notable figure convicted under Claudius was the Stoic philosopher Seneca. He was relegated to Corsica
          for eight years in the 40s, allegedly on account of an unauthorised relationship with the married Julia
          Livilla, Caligula’s sister, which made him a threat to Messalina’s dynastic plans for her son Nero. But it
          seems more likely that his exile was caused by a more or less frankly expressed criticism of the imperial
          family (Cass. Dio 60.8.5; Sen. dial. 11; Osgood, 2011, p. 42; Barrett, 1989, pp. 112–113).
        


        
          Carrinas Secundus, a well-known rhetor, is said to have spoken critically on tyranny in a speech at his
          rhetorical school, which earned him banishment to Athens by Caligula (Cass. Dio 59.20.6; Speyer, 1981, p.
          66). Destitute and impoverished, he took his own life while in exile (Iuv. 70.203).
        


        
          The satirical author Juvenal is said to have been exiled under Domitian on account of his writings, even if
          this claim only appears in much later sources (Vit. Iuv. 5; Schol. in. Iuven. vetust. 1.1; 4.37.4; 7.92;
          Malal. chron. 10 [PG 97.400 a]; Suda s. v. ‘Ioubenalios’ 2.640–641). Under Nero, the prominent philosophers
          Epictetus and Artemidorus were exiled, as were the cynic philosopher Isidorus, the actor Datus, and the poet
          Antistius Sosianus (who was later allowed to return) (Suet. Nero 39.3; Tac. ann. 14.10; 14.48; 16.14; Tac.
          hist. 4.44). The same emperor condemned Curtius Montanus to an “exile to private life” for composing mocking
          poetry – and, allegedly, because he was reportedly extremely gifted (Tac. ann. 16.28; 16.29; 16.33).
          Helvidius Priscus the Elder experienced several reversals in political fortunes: he was exiled under Nero
          after the trial of Thrasea Paetus in 66 ce and then pardoned by Galba before being
          executed under the Flavians. His exile was not, perhaps, unexpected, as he ignored repeated warnings to cease
          his constant criticism of political and social conditions (Malitz, 1985, p. 241; Speyer, 1981, p. 70;
          Baumann, 1974, pp. 157–159). However, Priscus – considered the most important representative of the
          senatorial opposition against the Principate in the first century ce (Malitz, 1985,
          p. 231) – is supposed to have been initially “only” relegated because, despite all his criticism and
          opposition, he worked from within the system (Malitz, 1985, p. 243).
        


        
          Besides philosophers, cynics and satirists, astrologers and wizards also appeared to threaten successive
          emperors – presumably because, in a world ruled by omens, their writings and interpretations could
          potentially be politically exploited (Speyer, 1981, pp. 69–70).
        


        
          It would be easy to find other cases of forced exile: the punishment appears to have remained in use at least
          up to the fourth century ce (Lact. de mort. pers. 22.4). Though we do not know how
          many persons were affected, their number may have been far greater than documented. In almost all cases, the
          sentence appears to have been intended as a temporary measure designed to eliminate potential threats to the
          Emperor (Stini, 2011, p. 116).
        

      
    

    
      Crimen Maiestatis?


      
        Despite the political orientation toward Octavian/Augustus during the transition from Republic to Principate,
        Jochen Bleicken argues that there was no climate of intellectual oppression (Bleicken, 1998, pp. 537–540). He
        claims that free speech was restricted only insofar as that speech related to the princeps and his
        house, indicating that speech was prosecuted and punished only in this context. In such cases, the reason for
        the prosecution was given as “violation or decrement of the office” (maiestas laesa), which could be
        assumed for comments directed against not only Augustus himself, but also his family members (Bleicken, 1998,
        p. 537). However, this instrument was increasingly used to dispose of certain notorious critics (Hennig, 1972,
        p. 253).
      


      
        Tacitus, commenting at the end of the first book of his Annals on the subject of lèse majesté,
        expressly states that no one can be prosecuted for his words, but only for his deeds (Tac. ann. 1,72,2). Yet as
        mentioned earlier, under Tiberius the number of prosecutions based on statements and alleged statements
        increased (Tac. ann. 1.72.4; 1.73; 1.74.3–6). In 25 ce, a man called Cremutius Cordus
        was charged with the “till then unheard-of charge” of having praised Caesar’s assassins, Brutus and Cassius, in
        his published Annals (Tac. ann. 4.34.1). Cordus stated that he was accused on the basis of his words,
        but that he was guiltless in all his actions. Moreover, these words had not been directed against the
        princeps or his adoptive father Caesar, to whom the lèse majesté applied; the charge only accused
        him of praising two men whose deeds had been commented on with appreciation by many men before him (Tac. ann.
        4.34.2). In a longer, fictional (Rogers, 1965, p. 352; Baumann, 1974, pp. 102–103) defence speech, Cordus cites
        the examples of the famous historian Livy, who – despite explicit praise of the controversial general Pompey –
        had not fallen out of favour, and of Asinius Pollio (pro-Cassius), Cicero (pro-Cato), and the poems of
        Bibaculus and Catullus (Tac. ann. 4.34.3). Neither Caesar nor Augustus had used the latter cases as
        opportunities for similar persecutions, whether because they sought moderation or because they were politically
        savvy enough to know that challenges that are ignored go away more quickly (Tac. ann. 4.34.4–5). Effrontery
        remained unpunished; retaliation, if it came, was only with words (Tac. ann. 4.34.4–5): “But what above all
        else was absolutely free and immune from censure was the expression of an opinion on those whom death had
        removed beyond the range of rancour or of partiality” (Tac. ann. 4.35.1). Cordus argued that he had not called
        the people to civil war, and that this trial was ultimately about the praise of men who
      


      
        	a) had been dead more than seventy years;


        	b) whose statues had not been removed by the victors;


        	c) who could therefore reasonably lay claim to their place in the history books.

      


      
        (Tac. ann. 4.35.2–3)
      


      
        He further stated that posterity would decide on the due degree of honour, and that there would always be
        people who would remember Brutus, Cassius, and his people (Tac. ann. 4.35.3). After his speech, Cordus ended
        his life by hunger strike. His books were supposed to be burned by the aediles at the Senate’s behest, but some
        copies were hidden away and survived the purge. These works were later further distributed, arousing “much
        greater interest (!) by very reason of Cordus’s unhappy fate” (Cass. Dio 57.24.4; Bleicken, 1998, p. 538). To a
        scornful Tacitus, this is
      


      
        
          a fact which moves us the more to deride the folly of those who believe that by an act of despotism in the
          present there can be extinguished also the memory of a succeeding age. On the contrary, genius chastised
          grows in authority; nor have alien kings or the imitators of their cruelty
          effected more than to crown themselves with ignominy and their victims with renown.
        


        
          (Tac. ann. 4.35.5)
        

      


      
        If we believe Tacitus that the case of Cordus is really innovative, it raises the question of which of its
        details was the true innovation. Prima facie, the question seems easy to answer, because the charge was
        crimen maiestatis, in this case written praise for two enemies of the state, whose memory allegedly
        could not be honoured even decades later – at least not publicly. While Augustus, for whatever reason, did not
        file an indictment of Cremutius Cordus, Tiberius seems to have taken his publications more personally – as
        indicated by his presence in court and his explicit interaction during the trial (Tac. ann. 4.34.2). Tiberius
        was, as noted earlier, often present at trials, but a particular personal interest in this case may be assumed.
        Robert Samuel Rogers has even stated that this process is commonly considered to be “perhaps the fullest and
        most explicit assertion of the alleged suppression of free speech in the Empire” (Rogers, 1965, p. 51; Timpe,
        1987, p. 67; Suerbaum, 1971, p. 98).
      


      
        All in all, Cordus’s punishment met with dubious success. This is all the more true if we look at the
        aftereffects: Cordus was rehabilitated under Caligula, and his works were re-edited (Suet. Cal. 16.1).
        Something similar happened with the writings of Titus Labienus and Cassius Severus, two orators and historians.
        It seems that more note was taken of their works – and as such more attention than ever was paid to words
        instead of actions.
      


      
        Under Tiberius, critics were dealt with increasingly arbitrarily. Aelius Saturninus was brought before a Senate
        court for allegedly offensive poetry; immediately thereafter, he was unceremoniously thrown from the Capitoline
        Hill (Cass. Dio 57.22.5). Sextius Paconianus was murdered without trial in 35 ce –
        officially because of his slanderous verses on Tiberius, but he had been politically sidelined even earlier
        (Tac. ann. 6.3.4; 6.4). The reputable senator Mamercus Aemilius Scaurus was (ultimately) prosecuted for a Greek
        tragedy in which he spoke critically of King Agamemnon, which was interpreted as a criticism of Tiberius (Suet.
        Tib. 61.3; other [untenable] reasons can be found in Tac. ann. 1.13.4; 6.9.3; 6.29.3; Cass. Dio 58.24.4;
        Speyer, 1981, p. 63; Baumann, 1974, p. 127). One had to be careful what one said – and to whom.
      


      
        This dictum held equally true during the reigns of other emperors. Canus Julius, a Stoic, was executed after a
        dispute with Caligula (Sen. de tranq. 14.4–10); a poet of an Atellan Farce, whose name we do not know, was
        burned in the amphitheatre. According to Cassius Dio, Seneca was almost among the group of
        Senate-stars-turned-victims (Cass. Dio 59.19.7). If we believe Suetonius, some openly critical poets in Gallia
        Lugdunensis suffered a more dramatic fate: they had to erase their own writings with their tongues – if they
        did not prefer to be beaten with twigs or dunked in the nearest river (Suet. Cal. 20). The Emperor Nero, who
        had artistic inclinations of his own, saw the poet Lucan as one of his arch-enemies: after a professional ban,
        the latter was virtually pushed into the opposition and later became a participant in the Pisonian conspiracy
        (Tac. ann. 15.49.3). After his arrest, Lucan was initially assured of exemption from punishment, whereupon he
        named his co-conspirators – including his own mother – before Nero finally forced him to commit suicide (Tac.
        ann. 15.56.3; 15.58.1; 15.70.1). Other members of the Stoic School were likewise affected, including Seneca and
        Publius Clodius Thrasea Paetus, who had criticized imperial decisions or appearances (Tac. ann. 16.21.1–2; see
        Ronning, 2006; Pigoń, 2003). Tacitus describes Seneca’s killing on request as extremely enjoyable for Nero and
        portrays it in epic breadth (Tac. ann. 15.60.2–64.4).
      


      
        Helvidius Priscus, who had initially “only” been exiled temporarily on account of his public avowals of support
        for the “old” republic and who had been pardoned under Galba, is said to have spoken in the Senate on the role
        of the legions and Praetorians. This met with the emperor’s displeasure (Tac. hist.
        2.91.2), since the Senate had not been responsible for this issue for a long time (Malitz, 1985, p. 234).
        During the subsequent turmoil of the 68–69 crisis years, he allegedly attempted to expand the powers of the
        Senate with a series of momentous decisions (Malitz, 1985, p. 234), possibly in the hope of strengthening
        cooperation between the Senate and Vespasian. However, given the reign of the Flavians and the lex de
        imperio Vespasiani (the so-called enabling law for Vespasianus, with which the Senate decreed that he would
        be granted “all that is usual for emperors”), he is said to have rather held back on flattery and reverence
        (Tac. hist. 4.4.3; Suet. Vesp. 15). Helvidius’s execution is said to have taken place without the knowledge of
        the princeps, who had even tried to prevent it (Suet. Vesp. 15); it was one of the great judicial
        scandals of its time.
      


      
        Even the suspicion of criticism could have grave consequences. Maternus, playwright, senator and sophist, is
        said to have written and held a declamation against tyrants, which led him to be sentenced to death under
        Domitian (Cass. Dio 67.12.5). Helvidius Priscus the Younger wrote a jocular play titled Paris and Oenone
        in which he allegedly referred to Domitian’s divorce; he was likewise executed (Suet. Dom. 10.4). Even though
        Suetonius may be exaggerating, it seems that the reasons for such executions became increasingly absurd under
        Domitian and were covered only inadequately under the facts of crimen maiestatis:
      


      
        Civica Cerealis, Salvidienus Orfitus and Acilius Glabrio for allegedly planning a coup; Aelius Lamia on account
        of suspicious (but absurd and harmless) jokes; Salvius Cocceianus for celebrating the birthday of his uncle,
        the Emperor Otho; Mettius Pompusianus because his horoscope prophesied that he would rule the Empire; Iunius
        Rusticus because he had published eulogies on Paetus Thrasea and Helvidius Priscus, calling them the most
        blameless of men (Suet. Dom. 10.2–4). The last, a pupil of Plutarch, had been consul suffectus in 92
        ce, but even that failed to save him: a compliant Senate followed the wishes of the
        emperor and sentenced Junius Rusticus to death (Tac. Agric. 2.1; Dio Cass. 67.13.2). His writings were burned
        along with those of Rusticus Arulenus.
      


      
        Even years later, Tacitus still seemed shocked by the violence against his professional and senatorial
        colleagues:
      


      
        
          Their praise became a capital offence, so that persecution fell not merely on the authors themselves but also
          on their books: the police, in fact, were given the task of burning in the courtyard of the Forum the
          memorials of our noblest characters.
        


        
          They imagined, no doubt, that in those flames disappeared the voice of the people, the liberty of the Senate,
          the conscience of mankind; especially as the teachers of Philosophy also were expelled, and all decent
          behaviour exiled, in order that nowhere might anything of good report present itself to men’s eyes.
        


        
          Assuredly we have given a signal proof of our submissiveness; and even as former generations witnessed the
          utmost excesses of liberty, so have we the extremes of slavery. The investigations of the secret police have
          deprived us even of the give and take of conversation. We should have lost memory itself as well as voice,
          had forgetfulness been as easy as silence.
        


        
          (Tac. Agr. 2.1–3.)
        

      


      
        The violence against alleged perpetrators of lèse majesté continued to spiral out of control under
        Domitian with the case of Hermogenes of Tarsus, who is said to have made satirical allusions in his writings.
        At first, only the author of the book was executed, but the copyists, too, were eventually punished by
        crucifixion (Suet. Dom. 10.1). The punishment was thus inflicted on not only the culprit, but also the
        distributors.
      


      
        The introduction of the crimen maiestatis as a criminal offence linked “a
        criminal penalty with a defamation” (Baumann, 2000, p. 102). It became a universally applicable instrument of
        punishment, further refined from Emperor to Emperor – bad news for a critical opposition.
      

    

    
      Destruction of Writings


      
        Popular encyclopaedias like Wikipedia reject the existence of continuous and systematic censorship before the
        end of Antiquity, but do not deny individual instances thereof during the period. However, in view of the
        spectrum of the different applications of censorship, it seems doubtful whether this assessment is correct.
      


      
        During a transfer of power, it was common practice for a new emperor to review the estate of his predecessor
        and have everything burned that he did not deem fit for incorporation into the imperial archives. He was
        generally considered magnanimous if he did not burn the complete written legacy of his predecessor (Cass. Dio
        61.1.2; Suet. Claud. 43; 44.1; Tac. ann. 12.69.3). Occasionally, a public destruction of files also took place,
        as under Caligula: the move was allegedly made to protect those involved in the trials around Agrippina Maior
        and her brothers (Suet. Cal. 15.4), but Caligula later used those allegedly burnt files for his own purposes
        (Suet. Cal. 30.2). His successor, Claudius, had his freedman Narcissus destroy his notes at the end of
        Claudius’s life, so as not to let them fall into the hands of Agrippina, whom the Emperor regarded as an
        opposition figure within his own family (Cass. Dio 60.34.5). But apart from such “private archives”, how were
        the writings of the opponents dealt with?
      


      
        In Bleicken’s (1998, p. 539) view, the examples of censorship and destruction of writings under Augustus were
        “accompanying penalties” that went hand in hand with other punishments and aimed to further isolate the author.
        Augustus had deliberately neither forbidden nor destroyed writings problematic to him, such as Brutus’s
        Cato, but (like his father) had written a rebuttal and had it circulated massively (Bleicken, 1998, p.
        539). This may be true in this specific case, but it cannot be considered a general rule: Augustus had
        incriminating letters from individual senators to his rival Mark Antony burned, thereby securing his personal
        advantage (Cass. Dio 52.42.8). In the case of the aforementioned prefect Gallus, a strange mixture of
        anticipatory obedience and dictated censorship can be observed: according to Servius, Vergil had designed the
        second half of the fourth book of his Georgica as a praise of his role model Gallus, but allegedly
        deleted this part after 27 bce, when the Senate and the magistrates transferred nearly
        all powers to Augustus (Serv. ad. ecl. 10.1; see also Amm. 17.4.5; Hermes, 1980, p. 168–169; Krüpe, 2011, pp.
        81–90). The signs of the times were recognised, and it was not without reason that anonymous diatribes were
        subsequently adopted (Cass. Dio 55.27.1; 56.27.1; Cramer, 1945, p. 173).
      


      
        A few prominent critics, however, continued to publish critical material under their own names – and had to
        suffer the consequences. Such was the case of the historian T. Labienus: The Senate decreed the burning of all
        his books after the author’s self-censorship proved insufficient (Sen. contr. 10 praef. 8), and Labienus
        eventually took his own life (Sen. contr. 10 praef. 5; Levick, 2010, p. 190). The collateral damage was
        cleverly calculated, because his prosecutor received the same punishment (Sen. contr. 10 praef. 7). Cassius
        Severus allegedly suspected he would suffer the same punishment, because he knew the writings of his colleague
        (Sen. contr. 10 praef. 8). He was proven right: his insults and offences led to the destruction of his writings
        and exile for their author, who was only rehabilitated under Caligula (Suet. Cal. 16.1). Ovid’s writings,
        especially his ars amatoria, were thought unfit for the tight moral climate under Augustus and thus
        removed from Rome’s libraries (Ovid trist. 3.1.59; 3.1.72). Herennius Senecio wrote a piece praising Helvidius Priscus the Elder, who had been the son-in-law of Thrasea Paetus;
        his writings were also burned on the forum, but Paetus’s daughter Fannia was allowed to save one copy, which
        she took with her into exile (Tac. Agric. 2.1; Plin. epist. 7.19.6).
      

    

    
      Conclusion: Obliterating Opposition


      
        In the first chapter of his Histories, Tacitus formulates a sharp criticism of his professional
        colleagues. In the past, he indicates, historians had demonstrated the possession of eloquence and freedom in
        equal measure, but since Augustus’s sole reign, both have vanished:
      


      
        
          time historical truth was impaired in many ways: first, because men were ignorant of politics as being not
          any concern of theirs; later, because of their passionate desire to flatter; or again, because of their
          hatred of their masters.
        


        
          (Tac. hist. 1.1.2–3)
        

      


      
        Those happy times in which “we may feel what we wish and may say what we feel” (Tac. hist. 1.1.4) had become
        rare. It is this bitter conclusion that also permeates his numerous mentions of character assassinations and
        memory sanctions. Although it must be conceded that Tacitus, in his writings, uses the fates of “colleagues”
        such as Cremutius Cordus to voice his criticism of society’s loss of values – a narrative that sometimes
        triumphs over historicity – these cases show the extent to which disparate representatives of Roman political
        and public life found their free expression suppressed at different points in time. Nowadays, we often forget
        to appreciate that, with few exceptions, we can say what we think about historical figures; we do not to have
        to toe the line of current political opinion (Suerbaum, 1971, p. 98). This was by no means the case during the
        Empire.
      


      
        For Wolfgang Speyer, the calculation was a simple one: those who sympathised with the ideals and the
        distinguished men of the bygone Republic were conspirators and traitors in the eyes of most emperors of the
        early Principate. Those who openly complained about lost freedoms or glorified the freedoms of the past in
        their writings ran the risk of being persecuted as enemies of the Principate, a punishment that included the
        destruction of their books (Speyer, 1981, pp. 62–63). Burning the books of unpopular writers, initiated by the
        Emperor and ordered by a submissive Senate, was often only a follow-up punishment to the charge of high
        treason. The content of a piece, or even the name of the condemned author, increasingly became reasons for the
        destruction of subsequent books (Speyer, 1981, p. 64). Frederick H. Cramer and Hermann Rafetseder agree that by
        the end of the reign of Augustus in 14 ce at the latest, the burning of books had
        become “an established legal form of punishment in the Roman Empire,” or rather “a symbol of a radical change
        of the attitude towards freedom of speech” (Cramer, 1945, p. 160; Rafetseder, 1988, p. 134; Timpe, 1987, p.
        72). Book burnings, like the other instruments of punishment mentioned in earlier sections, were an effective
        way for the Emperor to influence public opinion and memoria. Lucan is a good example of how narrow the
        line between literary and real opposition could be: after a de facto professional ban, he continued to revile
        and criticise Nero and in the end even participated in the Pisonian conspiracy against the Emperor – whether as
        a form of “consequence to the last” or in the absence of any other options must remain unknown (Tac. ann.
        15.49.3).
      


      
        From the reign of Augustus on, words instead of deeds came to be used as a reason for attacks against critics.
        The Emperor was able to choose from his ensemble of tools of coercion the one that seemed the most appropriate.
        Capital punishment was not always the method of choice; if too often applied, it
        might even provoke increased resistance, whereas exile could be interpreted as an expression of the
        princeps’ clemency. If exile proved insufficient to silence critical voices, it was possible to order
        the elimination of the political opponent far away from Rome, without trial, without a legal basis, and without
        witnesses (Stini, 2011, p. 218). Additional sanctions on the opponent’s memoria helped the imperial
        version of events gain traction and spread.
      


      
        What remains? Traces and remnants, always. The Imperium Romanum of the early Principate was certainly not an
        oppressive state of Orwellian dimensions, nor was it a brutal dictatorship: the emperor at least pretended to
        love freedom. We cannot prove systemic censorship – but absolute power and mass media were in the same hand.
        The fusion of renuntiatio amicitiae, crimen maiestatis, relegatio and various forms of attacks against
        opinion and memoria was a perfidious mixture. It left no room for the free expression of opinions and
        promoted a climate of defamation (Baumann, 1974, p. 227). Critics and oppositionists had a hard time. They were
        demonstratively deprived of the emperor’s friendship, discredited, exiled or accused of (alleged) lèse
        majesté, and sentenced, including a damnatio memoriae. They were thus deprived of their media and
        audience, and with them their messages, leaving these figures silenced and isolated – a damnatio
        opinionis (condemnation of opinion), so to speak. We hear nothing of protests on the streets, or from parts
        of the intelligentsia – a conclusion from silence that seems justified (Baumann, 1970, p. 163).
      


      
        Even the weakest of these penalties had drastic consequences for those affected. The number of those who are
        unknown to us because they fell “out of history” or the number of copies of their works was no longer
        sufficient to sustain a tradition is hard to gauge. Particularly perfidious were the calculated “collateral”
        punishments against the accusers of “oppositionists,” who were thus deprived of the opportunity to gain some
        reputation from these procedures, and against the copyists of those works that had fallen out of favour with
        the princeps.
      


      
        But despite the uneven distribution of power, the goal of these memory sanctions was regularly not achieved. In
        his Annals, Tacitus emphatically points out the enormous attraction of the books demonstratively burned
        in public (Tac. ann. 14.50.2). This will not have been an isolated incident. For Speyer, this is important
        evidence that the original purpose of censorship, namely preventing citizens from reading the banned material,
        was almost completely thwarted (Speyer, 1981, p. 68).
      


      
        It was Charles Hedrick Jr. who noted several years ago that politically motivated attacks on the memory of a
        person were an utterly inappropriate tool for destroying reputations. On the contrary, traces which would
        discredit the memory of those Romans who had fallen victim to damnatio memoriae were deliberately left,
        even if this meant thereby sustaining the memoria of these persons (Hedrick Jr., 2000, p. 93). As has
        been shown elsewhere, it is thus not surprising that the technical term damnatio memoriae did not
        linguistically exist in Antiquity, since a condemnation in that sense was not at all intended (Schwedler, 2014,
        pp. 10–17; Krüpe, 2011, pp. 251–253). Overwriting, rewriting and destroying of texts and images were useful and
        creative techniques to dominate the memory of the past and the future, with the goal of creating a historical
        (counter)construction. Neither those who could order it nor those who had to implement it had an “annihilation
        of memory” in mind, so much as a “manipulation of memory” in a manner that would promote and stabilise the
        politics of the state – that is, the emperor. Character attacks and character assassinations were effective
        means of achieving this goal, even if these terms had not yet been invented in the first century ce.
      


      
        
          Freedom of speech is the sign of freedom;
        


        
          but the danger lies in discerning the right occasion.
        


        
          (Democrit.; Stob. 3.13.47 [DK 68 B 226])
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    The Rhetorical and Ethical Implications of Character
    Assassination in the Age of McCarthy


    
      Jennifer Keohane
    


    
      Somber and urbane, television legend Edward R. Murrow sat in the newsroom as he prepared to begin what would
      become one of the most controversial news reports of his career and of the entire Cold War. “Good evening,” he
      began staring down the cameras, the same manner with which he began all of his reports on the documentary
      television program, See it Now. “Tonight, See it Now devotes its entire half hour to a report on
      Senator Joseph R. McCarthy told mainly in his own words and pictures,” Murrow explained to his March 9, 1954,
      audience. An instant sensation, the popular press and scholars alike have hailed the report as “television’s
      finest moment,” indicative of “high responsibility and genuine courage,” and “precedent setting” (Vitiello, 2003,
      p. 18; Gould, 1954a, p. 38; Thornton, 2003, p. 133). CBS, the network upon which See it Now aired,
      reported receiving thousands of phone calls praising the report in the days after its original broadcast (Adams,
      1954; Laurent, 1954). Recognizing the controversial nature of the subject, Murrow then invited McCarthy to
      respond to the allegations of his inappropriate investigatory techniques raised in the broadcast. McCarthy
      accepted this solicitation approximately one month later. In his response, McCarthy denigrated Murrow as the
      “leader and the cleverest of the jackal pack,” while hurling accusations that Murrow was a Communist agent
      himself. McCarthy’s response was not well received. Indeed, in the words of New York Times television
      reviewer Jack Gould (1954b, p. 32), “The Senator was perched on the television high dive… . He jumped beautifully
      but neglected to check first where he was going to land. It must have been something of a shock to discover that
      Mr. Murrow had drained the water out of the pool.”
    


    
      The question of whether the See it Now report “brought down” McCarthy has animated much scholarship on the
      program. Other scholars have puzzled over whether Murrow’s techniques in the report constituted appropriate
      documentary journalism. They suggest that instead of presenting objective journalism, Murrow “sought the pretense
      of objectivity for the sake of effectiveness” (Murray, 1975, p. 18). As a scholar of rhetoric, I echo Thomas
      Rosteck’s (1989) suggestion that to merely consider the appropriateness of the reportage is to miss the
      persuasive subtleties. Indeed, I take for granted that Murrow’s report was a persuasive artifact designed for the
      rhetorical effect of weakening Senator McCarthy’s support.
    


    
      I seek to reconsider the Murrow-McCarthy exchange by posing a slightly different query. How, I ask, does this
      rhetorical event function as an instance of character assassination? Character assassination refers to a
      “deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation” (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4).
      Often directed at public officials and politicians, character assassination is intentional and public. Using the
      lens of character assassination impels us to broaden scholarship on the exchange to careful study of both
      Murrow’s report and McCarthy’s response, recognizing that character assassination is both a process and a
      product. Considering the exchange a rhetorical artifact instead of a historical event, however, also requires
      expanding current scholarship on character assassination to consider whether attacks can be justified. It finally
      compels us to reckon with the lasting legacy of redbaiting as a form of character assassination in the United
      States and the power of the image in the television age.
    


    
      I argue that Murrow’s argument succeeded largely due to the rhetorical savvy with which he enacted his prior
      ethos. In other words, the report’s argumentative structure, evidence, and tone confirmed what the public
      knew about Murrow as a powerful journalist. McCarthy’s largely ignored response, aired one month later,
      sidestepped the important issues of his investigation methods and instead condemned Murrow as a bleeding-heart
      Communist. In his wandering rejoinder, McCarthy rhetorically enacted key components of Murrow’s argument while
      failing to argumentatively meet his burden of proof. I suggest that a thorough assessment of character
      assassination needs to consider prior ethos, intrinsic ethos constructed in the attack itself, and
      procedural ethos which considers the timing and argumentative strength of the attack or response. The
      conclusion of this chapter reflects on the relationship between this exchange, character assassination, and
      democratic politics. In an examination of the audience constituted by the attacks, I contend that character
      assassination sows distrust among the populace.
    


    
      To begin, I lay out my theoretical approach. Next, I set the stage by providing needed historical context on the
      exchange. As I explain, the rise of television as a medium and documentary reporting as a genre dovetailed with
      increasing geopolitical insecurity. I then analyze the Murrow-McCarthy exchange to ascertain the elements that
      led to Murrow’s success. Finally, I return to the themes of democratic governance and character assassination.
    


    
      A Rhetorical Approach to Character Assassination


      
        To date, character assassination has been studied largely in the fields of political psychology, public
        relations, and history. Nonetheless, extensive scholarship on ad hominem attacks and ethos in
        argumentation provides useful additions to the existing literature. To understand the value of these
        contributions, it is necessary to consider the changing treatment of ad hominem attacks as forms of
        logical fallacies and how a rhetorical approach to fallacies opens the door for new investigations of audience.
      


      
        Ad hominem attacks, or leveling personal insults instead of responding to arguments laid out in a
        debate, have traditionally been included on lists of logical fallacies, or errors in reasoning (Herrick, 2019).
        Such attacks are considered fallacies of relevance because they step away from the arguments of one’s opponent
        and launch seemingly irrelevant invective (Yap, 2013). Prior to the 1990s, scholars and practitioners cautioned
        students of rhetoric against using fallacies. Nonetheless, pioneering work by Alan Brinton (1985) and Douglas
        Walton (1998) urged scholars to more fully consider situations in which ad hominem attacks are not only
        persuasive, but also quite appropriate.
      


      
        This revelation requires that we consider ad hominem arguments not as rhetorical appeals to logos, or
        logic, but as appeals to ethos, or credibility (Brinton, 1985). Classical theorists of rhetoric have
        wavered about whether ethos refers to the actual character of the orator or the impression
        that the speaker leaves on the audience. While Quintilian famously declared that the orator was “the good man
        speaking well,” others have spoken of ethos more as the credibility the speaker builds within the
        speech. A speaker’s individual worth and good will may be difficult to determine solely based on a rhetorical act, and as a result, contemporary rhetorical critics have
        turned to several different conceptions of ethos for evaluation. One of these is prior ethos, or
        extrinsic ethos, a concept that encompasses the speaker’s previous reputation, known to the audience
        before the rhetorical act (Campbell and Huxman, 2002). Intrinsic ethos refers to how the speaker
        generates an image of himself or herself during a speech act (Andersen and Clevenger, 1963). Intrinsic
        ethos can be built by a variety of rhetorical methods including presenting appropriate evidence,
        crafting a serious tone, and eloquently responding to the demands of the occasion. Nonetheless, this returns us
        to the conception of audience, the ultimate arbiter of whether the speaker has intrinsic credibility. To these
        two conceptions of ethos, I add my own. I suggest that procedural ethos, a concept that refers to
        abiding by the appropriate process for determining when and how to speak, is also a significant part of
        building rhetorical character. This develops from kairos, which recognizes that there is an appropriate
        time and place for speech. Kairos, in other words, means not just saying the right thing, but also
        saying it at the right time to the right people.
      


      
        If ad hominem attacks are a form of attack on ethos and ethos is important for rhetorical
        action, it follows that there might be times when attacking a speakers’ credibility is not only appropriate,
        but warranted. Ad hominem attacks are particularly appropriate in a deliberative, or political, context
        when auditors must rely on the authority of an arguer when deciding if to accept certain premises of argument
        or when certain assumptions embedded in the argument require listeners to weigh credentials or motivations
        (Brinton, 1985). For instance, if a political candidate trumpets family values as the cornerstone of their
        campaign, then their marital infidelity and drug use are not irrelevant ad hominems, but important
        additions to political discourse. The question, then, that the evaluators of public argument ought to ask
        themselves is not merely whether an instance of ad hominem attack occurred, but whether the attack
        contains factually correct information that is relevant to the matter at hand. The last matter worth noting
        about ad hominem’s place in political discourse is its sheer power, which stems from the difficulty in
        responding to its charges. Respond too vigorously and one will appear guilty, but fail to respond or respond
        weakly and one might lend the attack staying power.
      


      
        In sum, then, I argue that the study of character assassination needs rhetorical analysis. Rhetoric’s
        varied conceptions of ethos help us understand how character emerges and is constructed and
        re-constructed in relational, rhetorical exchanges. A rhetorical approach also provides insights into audience,
        requiring that character assassination be deeply situated in the appropriate political and social culture,
        given that audience is the ultimate judge of public character.
      


      
        Having argued for a rhetorical approach to character assassination, I next turn my attention to sketching the
        political and social context of the Murrow-McCarthy exchange.
      

    

    
      The Political Revolution Will be Televised


      
        The United States “slipped almost seamlessly” from World War II into the Cold War (Stone, 2004, p. 312). As the
        US government desperately strove to prove the superiority of capitalism to communism to win its battle with the
        Soviet Union, they intensely exploited the fear of communism. This repressive period bears the name of
        Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy. Yet, the institutional mechanisms for the resulting fear and suspicion were
        laid well before he began his barnstorming tours waving lists of alleged Communists and the effects went far
        beyond his influence.
      


      
        McCarthy’s browbeating public statements contributed to the atmosphere of hysteria wherein dissent was
        interpreted as disloyalty. McCarthy’s concerns about Communist infiltration were largely overblown given the
        waning strength of American Communists by the 1950s. Although US Communists still had impressive potential to
        mobilize people to work for peace and power in some leftist unions, they had little
        direct contact with Moscow and scant revolutionary plans. Yet, none of that mattered to McCarthy, who saw the
        combination of China’s “fall” to communism, the Soviet’s success in exploding an atomic bomb, and the arrest of
        Klaus Fuchs for supplying atomic information to the Soviet Union, as the perfect backdrop to launch his career
        amidst an increasingly tense geopolitical situation.
      


      
        The implications of McCarthy’s hunts for reds are well documented. Appearing soft on communism was not an
        option for politicians. As historian Geoffrey R. Stone (2004, pp. 336–337) notes, “the Republican’s Red-baiting
        reaped a political windfall” in the 1950 Congressional elections. Republicans won every House and Senate seat
        in which they repeatedly forced the “soft on communism” label onto their opponents. The ripples spread beyond
        those working in politics. The discourse of national leaders sent a clear message to American citizens that
        they, too, had duties during the Cold War. Leaders asked citizens to watch out for subversion and suspicious
        activity in their workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods, while the FBI maintained an extensive network of paid
        informants. Meanwhile, loyalty boards investigated more than 4.7 million government employees.
      


      
        The Cold War was not merely a time of technological innovation in space travel and war accouterment. It was
        also a communication revolution. Television completely re-shaped how Americans learned about the world around
        them. In 1950, nine percent of American households owned a TV, but by 1955, that number had jumped to over
        sixty-four percent and by the early 1960s, over ninety percent of households had one (Gordon, 2016). Over that
        time, television news and its cast of familiar anchors gained the public trust and eclipsed the cinematic
        newsreel, newspaper, and radio as the main source of news. Television also harnessed the power of a politics
        that was becoming increasingly visual, an atomic age that began with the ubiquity of the image of the mushroom
        cloud over Hiroshima (Hales, 2001).
      


      
        In this new, televised world, the American public increasingly turned to television for its news. See it
        Now was one of the earliest documentary news series on television, airing from 1951 to 1957. Murrow and his
        producer, Fred Friendly, helped define television’s role in news gathering and analysis. Earning accolades for
        their coverage of Eisenhower’s victory in the 1952 election, the team next discussed how to cover the growing
        Communist hysteria in the United States. Murrow’s excellence in reporting on stories of human interest and on
        “individual citizens caught in the vortex of major events” (Vitiello, 2003, p. 19) brought stories to life
        amidst the ambiguity and accusations of the Cold War. McCarthy and Friendly told several smaller stories of
        Cold War hysteria before they set their sights on the ultimate target.
      


      
        Murrow first entered the public eye as a radio correspondent during the earliest days of World War II.
        Reporting live from London amid massive bombing campaigns, his courage and perseverance in newsgathering had
        made him a star by the end of the war. In the words of legendary Wisconsin reporter Edwin Bayley (1981, p.
        195), “Murrow was a war hero, a symbol of victory and the happy unity of national purpose that was dissipated
        in the anxious postwar period.” While Murrow and Friendly were well known for their insightful and in-depth
        reporting, the “Report on Senator Joseph McCarthy” took preparation and care to a new level. They began
        gathering film on McCarthy for weekly review in early 1953. By the time their report aired, they had compiled
        over 1500 feet of film (Murray, 1975). The next question became when to release the report for maximum effect.
        It wasn’t until late February 1954 that they made the decision to go into full production, and staff worked
        around the clock to put the film footage together (Rosteck, 1994). Much of it hinged on what Murrow would say
        between the clips of McCarthy’s own words. Putting the final touches on the report took the staff longer than
        anticipated, and the finished mix was completed only fifteen minutes before airtime.
      


      
        The report aired to immediate acclaim. The New York Times hailed it as a
        “milestone that reflected enlightened citizenship on the part of the Columbia Broadcasting System” (Gould
        1954a, p. 38). The Washington Post reported that CBS had “been deluged” with thousands of phone calls
        responding to the program (Laurent, 1954). This report garnered the “largest spontaneous response ever
        recorded” for CBS at the time, according to a network executive (Laurent, 1954, p. 2). While there were
        scattered viewers who called or wrote to pledge their support for Senator McCarthy, the response overwhelmingly
        favored Murrow. Even amidst the positive reviews from major publications, supporters expressed their hesitation
        about the unabashed political views expressed – in an era when television news was largely seen to be reporting
        objective facts (Bayley, 1981). The report was, the New York Times conceded, “strongly one-sided.” But
        not doing the story at all would harm the political arena far worse, they insisted (1954, p. 38). One
        television critic worried about the report setting a dangerous precedent for personal attack on television
        (Bayley, 1981).
      


      
        The report earned a reputation for taking down McCarthy and ensuring his censure by the Senate. In reality,
        McCarthy’s star was already waning when the report aired in March 1954 (Alwood, 2007; Bayley, 1981). The Korean
        War’s end tamped down some of the anti-Communist hysteria (Farhi, 1994). Repeated public clashes with President
        Eisenhower began to tire even fellow Republicans who were staunchly anti-Communist. His investigations into
        Communist infiltration in the US Army in 1953 weakened his position by turning up little, except a left leaning
        dentist. By spring 1954, McCarthy no longer appeared the invincible crusader he once was. While television news
        had yet to take him on, some brave print reporters had already editorialized against him (Farhi, 1994). Indeed,
        the See It Now report aired during a sea change, not at the front of the wave. The report, however
        inspired a recall attempt claiming “Joe Must Go” in Wisconsin. While unsuccessful, the recall attempt gained
        national attention in part due to its concurrence with the Army-McCarthy hearings, which showed McCarthy at his
        most desperate. The thirty-six-day hearings were broadcast live on ABC to an estimated twenty million viewers.
        Two days after these hearings ended, the Senate issued its censure.
      


      
        McCarthy was not giving up on his fight for power, influence, and to get rid of Communists. Murrow had invited
        McCarthy to respond to his allegations in the report. Murrow offered McCarthy time the following broadcast, but
        he declined, selecting April 6 – almost a month after the original report – for his reply (“McCarthy to Reply”
        1954). In one last sneaky move, McCarthy even managed to make CBS pay for the costs incurred preparing his
        response – almost $7,000 (“CBS Reimburses” 1954).
      


      
        From here, this chapter will use a rhetorical approach to character assassination to analyze both Murrow’s
        original report and McCarthy’s response as a lens on the relational way that character assassination occurs.
      

    

    
      Building Character to Tear One Down


      
        To assess the Murrow-McCarthy exchange as an example of character assassination, we must consider how Murrow
        built his own character in the report before exploring how that provided him leverage to tear down McCarthy’s
        character. Murrow built his character by enacting his prior ethos intrinsically. He then used what I
        have called procedural ethos to solidify his virtuous appearance.
      


      
        As I have already demonstrated, Murrow had a strong prior ethos – credibility and character stemming
        from his previous reputation. He was known as a perseverant and respected newsman in a time when reporters were
        often seen as trustworthy. However, he did not merely rely upon his reputation. He crafted a report that
        supported this reputation. This is apparent in the report’s structure, evidence, and
        tone. These three elements built Murrow’s intrinsic ethos consistent with his prior ethos.
      


      
        Murrow clearly structured his report, identifying what he termed a “working thesis” at the beginning. He began
        plainly stating his topic. “Tonight, See it Now devotes its entire half hour to a report on Senator
        Joseph R. McCarthy told mainly in his own words and pictures” (Murrow, 1954, par. 1). Murrow next introduced
        the significance of the report. “Because a report on Senator McCarthy is by definition controversial, we want
        to say exactly what we mean to say, and I request your permission to read from the script whatever remarks
        Murrow and Friendly may make,” he explained (Murrow, 1954, par. 2). This statement supported Murrow’s prior
        ethos by illustrating his and Friendly’s careful approach. Moreover, Murrow made clear that he was
        foregoing showmanship for precision in his commentary. “Our working thesis tonight is this question: If the
        fight against Communism is made a fight between America’s two great political parties, the American people know
        that one of these parties will be destroyed, and the Republic cannot endure very long as a one-party system”
        (Murrow, 1954, par. 2). Stating the thesis so directly oriented the audience to the report that was about to
        follow, setting up a deductive structure. Murrow also explained the significance of the report – the very
        health of the Republic depended upon understanding the battle between capitalism and communism. In sum, the
        first several minutes of Murrow’s report followed the clear and obvious structure of an argumentative essay –
        the introduction set up the topic, provided a thesis, and noted the significance of the arguments.
      


      
        Although Murrow did not then present the report in a chronological structure, he provided clear narrative
        transitions that were simply stated to lead the listener through the argument. Most of these transitions
        provided a date and a frame for the listener. “On February 4, 1954, Senator McCarthy spoke of one party’s
        treason. This was at Charleston, West Virginia,” he explained before the report cut to an audiotape of McCarthy
        speaking (Murrow, 1954, par. 5). Later in the report, Murrow provided a clear preview of two of the arguments
        that he used. “And upon what meat doth Senator McCarthy feed?” he asked. “Two of the staples of his diet are
        the investigation, protected by immunity, and the half-truth. We herewith submit samples of both” (Murrow,
        1954, par. 28). Using a feeding metaphor designed to make McCarthy seem like a starved monster, Murrow
        demonstrated his own erudition by speaking in Old English. Moreover, he made apparent his two main arguments.
        “First, the half-truth,” Murrow introduced, then explaining one of McCarthy’s attacks on democratic
        presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson in 1952 (Murrow, 1954, par. 29). “Now, a sample of an investigation,”
        Murrow (1954, par. 33) transitioned, describing McCarthy’s interrogation of a State Department employee who
        had, twenty years earlier, written a book that McCarthy saw as suspect.
      


      
        After laying out the case against McCarthy, Murrow provided an editorial conclusion that summarized the main
        points. In this conclusion, Murrow (1954, par. 40) framed the report defensively, arguing “no one familiar with
        the history of this country can deny that congressional committees are useful. It is necessary to investigate
        before legislating, but the line between investigating and persecuting is a very fine one and the junior
        Senator from Wisconsin has stepped over it repeatedly.” Yet, to demonstrate his moderation and
        level-headedness, Murrow (1954, par. 41) turned next to the American public, insisting that “This is no time
        for men who oppose Senator McCarthy’s methods to keep silent.” Murrow claimed that all citizens were
        responsible for the defense of freedom, despite McCarthy’s attempts to confuse the public mind. “We will not
        walk in fear, one of another” (Murrow, 1954, par. 40). With one final remark, that McCarthy did not “create
        this situation of fear; he merely exploited it,” Murrow (1954, par. 43) wished his viewers “Good night, and
        good luck.” Murrow’s report was structured as a clearly laid out argument, with an introduction, thesis, main
        points, and a compelling conclusion. This careful setup, I argue, intrinsically
        confirmed what viewers felt they knew about Murrow – that he was a detail-oriented, organized, and trustworthy
        reporter. He intrinsically enacted his prior ethos.
      


      
        Murrow also confirmed this prior, virtuous character through the exacting evidence that he used in support of
        his claims of McCarthy’s misbehaviors. Indeed, Murrow’s voice, at least until the editorial conclusion, was
        understated, serving merely as the introduction to the evidence provided by McCarthy’s own words. After each
        transition and introduction, there was a piece of evidence, either an audio or video recording of McCarthy that
        confirmed Murrow’s argument. In one example, Murrow introduced McCarthy’s accusations of treason against the
        Democratic Party. “This was at Charleston, West Virginia, where there were no cameras running. It was recorded
        on tape,” Murrow (1954, par. 5) explained. Then, an audio clip played of McCarthy saying, “The issue between
        the Republicans and Democrats is clearly drawn. It has been deliberately drawn by those who have been in charge
        of twenty years of treason. Now the hard fact is … the hard fact is those who wear the label … those who wear
        the label ‘Democrat’ wear it with the stain of a historic betrayal” (Murrow, 1954, par. 6). Indeed, the careful
        use of evidence built Murrow’s intrinsic ethos as a trustworthy and credible newsman, who was merely
        documenting uncontroversial events.
      


      
        In support of the urbane and sophisticated ethos that Murrow had long cultivated, he used a similar
        serious, somber tone in the “Report on Joseph McCarthy.” While there is no question that the report was
        one-sided, it did not come off as a zealous screed. Instead, Murrow spoke in a measured voice throughout,
        glancing down at his carefully prepared notes. His interjected transitions between each video of McCarthy often
        stated undisputable facts like dates. His framing of the report as “by definition controversial” (McCarthy,
        1954, par. 2) cast it in a serious manner that was matched by his steady pace and deep tenor. Especially in the
        report’s conclusion, wherein Murrow detailed what he saw as risks to the US polity, he spoke in a measured
        pace. “We must not confuse dissent with disloyalty. We must remember always that accusation is not proof and
        that conviction depends upon evidence and due process of law,” Murrow (1954, par. 40) explained. While these
        are strident warnings, their oral presentation almost without vocal inflection ensured that they were not
        interpreted as a rant, but merely a prescient statement. Indeed, as we have seen, he crafted an educated
        ethos, and appeared as the opposite of McCarthy himself. The somber tone matched Murrow’s prior
        ethos and supported it throughout the report.
      


      
        These three components – structure, tone, and evidence – reinforced Murrow’s powerful prior ethos.
        Building them rhetorically within the report allowed him to enact this ethos intrinsically. One final
        dimension of Murrow’s character building process merits discussion. Murrow also used what I term “procedural
        ethos,” or the process of building character through following appropriate procedures. Both the careful
        use of evidence and appropriate tone for a news report demonstrated his attention to kairos, or the
        timing and appropriateness of his rhetoric. In this case, however, Murrow also demonstrated a strong procedural
        ethos through his invitation to McCarthy to respond to his allegations. “If the Senator feels that we
        have done violence to his words or pictures and so desires to speak, to answer himself, an opportunity will be
        afforded him on this program,” Murrow (1954, par. 2) explained at the very beginning of the report. This, I
        argue, allowed Murrow to demonstrate his credibility and character through following the appropriate procedure
        for a spirited exchange. He recognized that the opponent ought to have the chance to respond, and as a result,
        demonstrated that he was not afraid of McCarthy.
      


      
        In addition to showing the Senator to be overzealous, aggressive, and vitriolic in his browbeating
        investigations, Murrow’s report used visual character assassination. Indeed, the report used close up shots of
        the Senator in action, moments where he appeared sweaty, with his greasy, thinning hair falling over his
        forehead in clumps. In one example, McCarthy is paused at a podium in front of a
        room of spectators to take a long drink of water before beginning his speech. When he spoke, he did so in
        halting language, with long pauses between sentences, giving the impression that he did not know what he was
        talking about (Murrow, 1954, par. 16).
      


      
        In another key passage, McCarthy was shown giving a talk in Philadelphia, discussing his investigation into
        General Zwicker, who had promoted and discharged the Army dentist whom McCarthy was also investigating. In this
        clip, McCarthy was hunched over a podium, looking like an oaf, with a shiny, greasy forehead. “Nothing is more
        serious than a traitor to this country in the Communist conspiracy,” he inveighs (Murrow, 1954, par. 18). The
        Senator then laughed, a hissing chuckle, which sounded maniacal. “Are you enjoying this abuse, General?”
        McCarthy next asked (Murrow, 1954: par. 18), before letting loose another unhinged laugh. So, in addition to
        using careful evidence of McCarthy’s deceptions, Murrow capitalized on the visual to launch his character
        attack. In contrast to Murrow’s urbane and collected demeanor, McCarthy appeared crazed and even confused.
      


      
        In sum, Murrow’s “Report on Senator Joseph McCarthy” was a masterful character attack, supported by careful
        evidence and a clear structure. But it was not just that Murrow outlined a clear case against the Senator’s
        tactics. He also created the report to build his own ethos – giving him the credibility to critique the
        Senator. As he attacked, he built his own intrinsic ethos. Having discussed the effectiveness of
        Murrow’s report in launching what was effectively an attack ad, we will now turn to looking at McCarthy’s own
        failed response.
      

    

    
      The Fault in His Character


      
        Perhaps because of the month that Senator McCarthy took to prepare his response to the allegations Murrow laid
        out, the press largely dismissed McCarthy’s statement on See It Now. “McCarthy falters,” declared the
        New York Times (Gould, 1954b, p. 32). “In his anxiety to still Mr. Murrow’s voice and drive it from the
        air, the Senator more effectively confirmed the commentator’s thesis than the commentator did” (Gould, 1954b,
        p. 32). McCarthy had already begun to appear a tyrant, and Republicans, including Eisenhower, were distancing
        themselves from his attacks. However, an important reason for the failure of McCarthy’s response was that he
        did not adequately build his own procedural ethos. Moreover, instead of refuting the claims Murrow made
        in his report, McCarthy largely accepted them, and as a result, failed to build his own credibility after the
        attack while launching an ineffectual attack against Murrow’s strong ethos.
      


      
        McCarthy’s response featured him sitting at a desk with a globe on the corner. He, for the most part, spoke in
        a measured pace so common in political discourse of the 1950s. He glanced down at notes on the desk every now
        and then. He vacillated between nervously rubbing his hands together and fiddling with a pen. The Senator
        certainly came across as a more credible figure than in the film clips that Murrow selected. Yet, when one
        attempts to break down what McCarthy said, the challenges begin. Indeed, to fully answer Murrow’s procedural
        ethos, McCarthy had to recognize the appropriate procedures for a debate-like exchange. Because Murrow
        spoke first and advanced a strong case about the Senator’s overreaching tactics, McCarthy had the burden of
        proof to answer those claims. Nowhere throughout his response did he respond to the central allegation that
        Murrow raised. Instead, the report wandered through several different topics. He began by characterizing the
        battle between capitalism and communism as “a great struggle to preserve our American liberties” (McCarthy,
        1954, par. 3). He then attempted to paint Murrow as a Communist agent and delivered a lengthy history of
        communism in Europe and Asia. Next, McCarthy defended the work of his committee, even as he refused to quantify
        the number of Communists that were driven from government jobs. Finally, he returned to his previous
        allegations, gathering issues of Communist publications that he claimed showed support for Murrow. In sum, McCarthy’s response was a meandering, unstructured diatribe that
        failed to meet the burden of proof. As a result, McCarthy’s procedural ethos was weak. Moreover,
        McCarthy did further damage to his own character by waiting a full month to respond, giving the public the
        impression that he was planning a careful response to which his response did not live up.
      


      
        To fully appreciate why McCarthy’s response failed to refute Murrow’s character assassination, let us look more
        closely at McCarthy’s rhetorical strategies – structure, tone, and attacks on Murrow’s ethos. As I have
        already argued, McCarthy’s response was not clearly structured. It was a confusing and circular rant. Moreover,
        while Murrow provided supportive evidence for each claim, McCarthy failed to provide evidence at key moments.
        “I am compelled by the facts to say to you that Mr. Edward R. Murrow, as far back as twenty years ago, was
        engaged in propaganda for Communist causes. For example, the Institute of International Education, of which he
        was the Acting Director, was chosen to act as a representative by a Soviet agency to do a job which would
        normally be done by the Russian secret police,” McCarthy (1954, par. 5) accused. He then explained that Murrow
        ran a Communist school in Moscow. “Mr. Murrow’s organization acted for the Russian espionage and propaganda
        organization known as Voks” (McCarthy, 1954, par. 5). McCarthy provided no evidence that the cultural exchange
        program that Murrow was a part of was engaged in spying.
      


      
        At other places through his response, McCarthy relied upon logical fallacies as evidence. He was fond of using
        the absence of evidence as evidence itself. “If there were no Communists in our government, why did we delay
        for eighteen months, delay our research on the hydrogen bomb, even though our intelligence agencies were
        reporting day after day that the Russians were feverishly pushing their development of the H-Bomb?” (McCarthy,
        1954, par. 17). McCarthy used hypothetical questions like this as evidence of Communist infiltration of the US
        government, which he then implicitly used to justify the actions of his committee. He listed how many witnesses
        the committee examined over the past year, without telling his audience how many of those witnesses were
        credible Communist threats. McCarthy insisted that his committee was worth far more than the numbers
        illustrated. “Of course you can’t measure the success of a committee by a box score, based on the number of
        Communist heads that have rolled from secret jobs,” he explained. “It is completely impossible to even estimate
        the effect on our government of the day-to-day plodding exposure of Communists” (McCarthy, 1954, par. 20). Yet,
        McCarthy refused to tackle head on Murrow’s central argument that the techniques of intense investigation were
        problematic for a democracy. In sum, then, McCarthy both failed to provide adequate evidence for his arguments
        while also failing to directly refute Murrow’s central points. McCarthy’s intrinsic ethos confirmed
        Murrow’s claim about his roughshod methods and trigger happy nature.
      


      
        Moreover, if Murrow’s subdued, serious tone helped to give his original report credibility, McCarthy’s attempts
        to mimic that tone failed. McCarthy attempted to appropriate the moderate, matter-of-fact tone of a news
        report, but he could not sustain that tone. He maintained the seriousness in the first portion of the reply,
        where he led his viewers on a history of communism across the globe. As he jumped from this history to the
        supposed presence of Communists in the US government, his voice rose and his tone turned angry. “Now, my good
        friends, if there were no Communists in our government, would we have consented to and connived to turn over
        all of our Chinese friends to the Russians?” His anger built. “Now, my good friends, if there had been no
        Communists in our government, would we have rewarded them with all of Manchuria, half of the Kurile Islands and
        one-half of Korea?” His climax approached, as his voice shook with rage. “Now, how many Americans … how many
        Americans have died and will die because of this sell-out to Communist Russia? God only knows!” McCarthy (1954,
        par. 16) exclaimed, so irate that he once again appeared unhinged. McCarthy had lost
        control. He could not reign in the anger. “And may I say to America tonight that our nation may well die – our
        nation may well die – because of the eighteen-months deliberate delay [for research on the hydrogen bomb]. And
        I ask you, who caused it? Was it loyal Americans? Or was it traitors in the government?” he spat (McCarthy,
        1954, par. 17). Once again, while Murrow intrinsically built his prior ethos in his rhetorical act,
        McCarthy failed to enact a sense of rational deliberation and instead confirmed Murrow’s own arguments about
        his character.
      


      
        McCarthy also relied on an acerbic tone when attacking Murrow directly, again at odds with Murrow’s stately
        tone. “Now ordinarily – ordinarily – I would not take time out from the important work at hand [of digging out
        Communists] to answer Murrow. However, in this case, I feel justified in doing so because Murrow is a symbol, a
        leader and the cleverest of the jackal pack which is always found at the throat of anyone who dares to expose
        individual Communists and traitors,” he argued (McCarthy, 1954, par. 5). He attempted to shift back into a more
        neutral tone as he discussed the historic spread of communism before enraging himself by discussing disloyalty
        in the government. All in all, the wild shifts in tone made McCarthy appear out of control.
      


      
        The final rhetorical element of McCarthy’s response worth noting is the ways in which he used Murrow’s
        ethos as a component of his own arguments. This tactic was also doomed to fail given that McCarthy had
        not built his own credibility before attempting to undermine Murrow’s. Indeed, McCarthy’s main strategy was to
        turn Murrow’s credibility against him, a strange move which reaffirmed the strength of Murrow’s character.
        “Now, other government committees have had before them actors, screen writers, motion picture producers, and
        others, who admitted Communist affiliations but pleaded youth or ignorance” McCarthy (1954, par. 6) explained.
        “Now, Mr. Murrow can hardly make the same plea.” Insisting that Murrow was far too astute to fall for the
        simple tricks of the Communists, McCarthy next classified him as “a trained reporter, who had traveled all over
        the world” to shore up the argument that Murrow knew what he was doing when serving the Communist cause.
      


      
        In one final attempt to respond to the allegations made in Murrow’s report, McCarthy (1954, par. 22) quoted
        Murrow saying that “the actions of the junior Senator from Wisconsin have given considerable comfort to the
        enemy.” “That is the language of our statute of treason,” McCarthy (1954, par. 22) pointed out. He then
        responded to this argument with a type of ad hominem attack – the tu quoque, an argument which
        accuses the arguer of hypocrisy. “If I am giving comfort to our enemies,” McCarthy (1954, par. 22) conceded, “I
        ought not to be in the Senate. If, on the other hand, Mr. Murrow is giving comfort to our enemies, he ought not
        to be brought into the homes of millions of Americans by the Columbia Broadcasting System.” McCarthy paired his
        attack with a version of an a fortiori argument, highlighting Murrow’s wide influence via CBS. Indeed,
        in some ways McCarthy painted Murrow to be a stronger, more respected figure than he himself was. McCarthy
        attempted to next prove that Murrow was “giving comfort to our enemies” by scouring the Communist press for
        favorable references to the trusted newsman. Yet, McCarthy’s evidentiary attempts came too little too late and
        at the immense cost of enacting Murrow’s arguments about the zealous nature of his investigations.
      


      
        “In conclusion,” McCarthy (1954, par. 29) intoned, “may I say that under the shadow of the most horrible and
        destructive weapons that man has ever devised, we fight to save our country, our homes, our churches, our
        children. To this cause, ladies and gentlemen, I have dedicated and will continue to dedicate all that I have
        and all that I am.” Emphasizing his dedication to the cause, McCarthy concluded his response. Even though he
        insisted that he made “no claim to leadership” and submitted his response in “complete humility,” the report
        came off with an acerbic, self-righteous zeal (McCarthy, 1954, par. 30). It was the combination of a wandering,
        nonresponsive structure, an aggressive tone, and a mishandled attempt to destroy
        Murrow’s ethos that prevented McCarthy’s response from achieving its intended goal. Instead, the
        credibility that McCarthy built intrinsically confirmed Murrow’s own arguments and McCarthy’s own prior
        ethos. Moreover, his failure to take seriously the importance of argumentative procedure also undermined
        his credibility by making him appear careless.
      

    

    
      Walking in Fear of One Another


      
        The ramifications of the Murrow/McCarthy exchange extend beyond the immediate Cold War context. Yet, even
        within that moment, it is undeniable that Murrow’s report had an impact on the public perception of Senator
        McCarthy. While not solely responsible for the Senator’s downfall, and perhaps even behind the wave of public
        opinion, See it Now’s “Report on Joseph McCarthy” is a powerful example of a credible, careful character
        attack. McCarthy was not up for reelection until 1958, the year he died. Thus, it is impossible to know whether
        this example of political attack and its subsequent discrediting of the Senator would have led to him being
        voted out of office. Nonetheless, it provides a potent example of character assassins using kairos – the
        right strategy at the right time. And it illustrates the ways that character attacks are always intertwined
        with historical circumstance and political culture.
      


      
        I have also set out to prove that this historical exchange has resonance for contemporary scholars of character
        assassination. For one, it illustrates the significance of the relationship between character assassination and
        rhetoric. To understand both where character comes from and how it is crafted in character attacks, we must
        assess rhetorical strategies. This requires a consideration not just of how the attacker levies their charges
        against the victim, but also how they build their own credibility so that the public takes their attacks
        seriously. These two aspects of credibility exist both prior to the attack (prior ethos) and are built
        within the attack itself (intrinsic ethos). The interplay among these various dimensions of credibility
        help scholars understand why some character attacks “stick” while others are ignored. In short, I’ve argued
        that Murrow’s report was effective character assassination because Murrow built his own intrinsic credibility,
        consistent with his prior ethos, that allowed his attacks to be taken seriously by the American public.
        McCarthy’s failed because the rhetorical strategies utilized in his response confirmed his prior ethos
        while failing to build a virtuous, trustworthy character. Evidence from media reports confirms that the popular
        press read the attacks in a similar manner – Murrow’s report was praised as courageous, while McCarthy’s
        response was either ignored or denigrated (“Murrow is Favored,” 1954; Gould, 1954a , 1954b).
      


      
        Rhetorical scholars are fond of asking whether a speaker responded to the situation with “the fitting response”
        (Bitzer, 1968, p. 9). As a result, it is worth reflecting on the implications of character assassination for
        democratic politics. Did Murrow strengthen the democratic polity with his attack on McCarthy? Was he justified
        in his accusations? While this is a tough question to answer, we would be remiss to ignore it. “American
        democracy emerged from a prospering rhetorical culture of profanity, smear tactics, and ad hominem attacks,”
        writes rhetorician Jeremy Engels (2009, p. 319) in his study of rhetoric in the early Republic. Indeed, from
        the its birth, character assassination helped to reaffirm the nation’s emerging identity. For these early
        writers, ad hominem served an important function. Yet, character attacks are also constitutive – they
        create an audience and imbue it with values. Who is the audience for character assassination? It is an intimate
        audience. After all, to wound our enemies, we must really know their weaknesses (Engels, 2009). Yet, it also
        individualizes the polity, making it difficult to criticize systemic problems. Character attacks invite
        “proportional responses,” elevating the anger and ensuring a cycle of attacks (Engels, 2009). While research
        has shown that negative campaigning still provides the audience with information
        about political candidates and their policies (Geer, 2008), I worry about the lasting ramifications of the
        cycle of invective. As Murrow (1954, par. 40) himself noted at the end of his report, “We will not be driven by
        fear into an age of unreason, if we dig deep in our history and our doctrine, and remember that we are not
        descended from fearful men – not from men who feared to write, to speak, to associate and to defend causes that
        were, for the moment, unpopular.” Here, Murrow recognized the need to resist McCarthy while evincing some
        anxiety about the vicious attack that he crafted. Yet, it seems obvious that Murrow said what needed to be
        said. These attacks, however, always have consequences for the state of discourse, which we must continually
        remember.
      


      
        The Murrow/McCarthy exchange is notable for another reason. The long shadow of McCarthy’s character attacks
        remain as Republicans hurl identifiers like “socialist” as rhetorical weapons at left-leaning politicians like
        former presidential candidate Bernie Sanders (Hains, 2015). Thus, even though McCarthy’s own character has been
        roundly assassinated in public memory, his arguments have remained potent in the public sphere. The temptation
        to assassinate the characters of our politicians also remains. Perhaps Murrow (1954, par. 42) was right. “The
        fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves.”
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      We can forgive Donald J. Trump for presuming he is the only US president unfairly criticized by the media. A
      hubristic businessperson devoid of any political experience, the foci for Trump’s puerile public attacks and
      counterattacks center around a president’s traditional critics, including Congressional members, the media,
      celebrities, and ordinary citizens. Those assaults illuminate an inchoate world leader unfamiliar with the
      broader American presidential landscape and its historically robust and occasionally contentious relationships
      with others, particularly the fourth estate.
    


    
      “Torn to pieces by our liberal critics in the press and on television” easily can be attributed to America’s
      controversial president. Yet he did not utter it. Instead, the sentence comes from former president Richard M.
      Nixon in a spring 1972 memo to his Chief of Staff H.R. Haldeman. Frustrated with continual, negative media
      reporting and commentary, Nixon riposted, “Whatever we do and however it comes out,” the media will engage in
      public onslaughts on me and my administration (Memo: President Nixon to Bob Haldeman, May 15, 1972). His
      exasperated statement epitomizes the executive branch’s frustration toward certain individuals and groups as the
      president and his aides attempted to engage in policymaking and govern the nation.
    


    
      Nixon’s presidential years serve as an exemplar of character assassination on American presidents and the office
      they hold, for the animosity between Nixon and the media is legendary to all who lived during the 1970s, have
      studied his presidency, or are familiar with the Vietnam War or Watergate. His executive branch tenure reveals
      the veteran actions and reactions of a career politician intimately familiar with public attacks by various
      constituencies, including opposing politicians and the media. An analysis of his responses as well as his attacks
      and counterattacks provides scholars and students with a broader context for which to study presidential
      character assassination. This analysis reveals what strategies and tactics were employed, and by whom. It also
      reveals how a president’s personality and temperament, or his character, arise when he engages in and
      responds to character assassination.
    


    
      While many memoirs of Nixon’s presidency exist (see Garment, 1997; Nixon, 1978; Price, 1977; Ehrlichman, 1982),
      often they are post-administration reflections that may be altered by confusion, faulty memories, or a desire to
      engage in some type of revisionary history. In addition, secondary books about Nixon and his presidency often
      rely on other secondary sources that may be based on speculation or assumptions. This chapter is unique in that
      it relies on archival documents from the Nixon administration to form its observations and insights. This
      study is derived from an analysis of hard-copy archival documents from the Nixon
      Presidential Library in Yorba Linda, California, and digitized archival documents available online via the
      National Archives and Records Administration. These “living” documents reflect genuine concerns, options, and
      actions as they occurred “in the moment,” thus affording an increasingly accurate picture of presidential
      character assassination. The hard-copy documents were identified for references to “character assassination,”
      “the media,” and specific press names like the New York Times and the Washington Post. The
      digitized documents were identified using the terms “character assassination,” “Nixon and Media,” and “Nixon
      Hates Media.” Overall, I reviewed approximately 200 documents, of which forty-three are used for this chapter.
      The majority of the documents are memorandums to and from the president and stem from the years 1970–1972, which
      coincides with off year and presidential elections as well seminal presidential events like Nixon’s historic trip
      to China, the Moscow Summit, and the Vietnam War.
    


    
      This chapter begins by tracing Nixon’s preoccupation with the media and his presidential image before moving to
      identifying four presidential strategies of manipulation toward character assassination charges that were
      developed within the executive branch. The chapter then turns its attention to methods of character assassination
      attacks and counterattacks, focusing on the use of surrogates within and outside the White House. The chapter
      concludes by drawing conclusions about the complexity of character assassination and the lengths Nixon took to
      respond to character assassination on himself and his office.
    


    
      Nixon and the Media


      
        The Executive Office of the US President and its occupants have a long-standing, contentious relationship with
        the media. Nixon, a career politician whose past history with the fourth estate prior to becoming president is
        well-known, was obsessed with the media, and in particular his presidential image. This legendary preoccupation
        led him to continually compare himself to his presidential predecessors and combat what he saw as character
        assassination by political opponents and the media.
      


      
        Preoccupation with the Media


        
          In the late 1960s to early 1970s, the news came primarily from television, newspapers, radio, and weekly
          magazines. Nixon’s staff prepared a daily news summary of all pertinent news, including articles written
          about the president and the White House. In addition, friends and friendly columnists would often mail
          clippings to the president and his staff. Nixon assiduously read the assemblage, occasionally would
          distribute the clipping to staff members for comments, or order some type of response or action.
        


        
          The president and his aides believed the media was incapable of intelligent thought on issues, particularly
          foreign policy. Nixon asserted in a winter 1970 cabinet meeting that the press “picks up only the hot news.
          Despite their claim to the contrary, the press is quite unsophisticated” about issues like his foreign policy
          and its main proponents (Memo: Jim Keogh for the President’s File). His animosity toward the fourth estate
          was aptly summed up by a spring 1972 memo claiming the media favored “twisting the news to fit their bias”
          (Memo: President Nixon to Bob Haldeman, March 14, 1972).
        


        
          The president also believed the media engaged in ignominious attacks. Early in his presidency he declared,
          “Perhaps no one who has been in this office has been more badgered by the press than I have – than has been
          under more deadly and continued assault by the press than I have been, and yet no one who has held the White
          House has acted less personally to those assaults.” Nixon acknowledged
          speechwriter Bryce Harlow’s claim that the White House could overreact to the press, which consumed precious
          time needed elsewhere. Also, Nixon astutely recognized that focusing on individual, anti-Nixon news
          columnists would waste time and intellectual capital, an observation this book’s editors also note in the
          introduction (Memorandum, President Nixon for H.R. Haldeman, November 22, 1970; Icks, Shiraev, Keohane, and
          Samoilenko in this volume). During the 1972 presidential campaign, Nixon roiled against what he saw was “a
          small group centered in New York [that] controls most of the nation’s news,” a position that irritated him
          due to his presidential image concerns (Recommended Telephone Call, March 22, 1972).
        

      

      
        Media Image


        
          Before Trump, American presidents were concerned about their presidential image. But like Trump, they often
          compared their presidencies with their predecessors. Nixon’s image self-absorption was also widely known, and
          archival documents illuminate that obsession as well as his reactions to perceived character assassination.
        


        
          Comparison to Presidential Predecessors


          
            Trump’s public strategy of comparing himself to past presidents serves as a as a means of attacking the
            predecessor’s character while promoting himself and his character. But during Nixon’s time, those
            self-esteem comparisons often occurred behind the scenes and away from the public eye. Nixon and his staff
            often drew comparisons to Presidents Dwight D. Eisenhower, the president Nixon served under as Vice
            President, and Lyndon B. Johnson. But Nixon was primarily preoccupied with his 1960 presidential opponent
            John F. Kennedy. These comparisons demonstrated privately to Nixon and his staff that the media were
            treating him unfairly and negatively reporting on his activities in comparison to his predecessors. They
            also formed the foundations for counterattacks made on behalf of Nixon.
          


          
            Public polling was the predominant means of substantiating these comparisons. Immediately upon entering
            office in 1969, Nixon had his initial presidential popularity polled. The poll showed that he was doing
            better than Eisenhower and Johnson but was “well behind” Kennedy (Memo, Safire via Keogh to H.R. Haldeman,
            November 9, 1969). A second comparison of press relations between Nixon and Kennedy demonstrated that the
            press was friendly to JFK but not himself (Memorandum, President Nixon for H.R. Haldeman, November 22,
            1970). Additional public polls generated presidential strategies for issue promotion and foci, and internal
            staff polling identified image approaches for his upcoming presidential re-election bid. Despite being
            mindful of the adverse effects the media’s reporting had on his presidential initiatives and activities,
            Nixon was not fully prepared for what has since become historically known as a pivotal, seminal CA attack
            during the 1972 presidential campaign.
          

        

        
          Perceived Character Assassination


          
            As the 1972 campaign went into full swing, public attacks on the president and the executive branch
            expanded. Democratic presidential opponent Edmund Muskie engaged in chicanery by publicly referring to
            Nixon as “Tricky Dick,” a character attack that outraged Nixon. The apoplectic president went so far as to
            use his executive powers to commission a Presidential Action Memorandum requesting a report “on appropriate
            retaliation.” Special Counsel to the President Chuck Colson, in his January 12, 1972 memo, responded with
            creative manipulation. Republican Kansas Senator Robert Dole could send Muskie a
            letter that Colson speculated Muskie would ignore. Dole then could publicly release the letter with the
            hopes that “it will look like we are trying to keep the campaign clean and that Muskie is the one who is
            falling into the gutter” (Memo, Charles Colson to President Nixon, January 12, 1972).
          


          
            The letter is notable for recognizing and acknowledging character assassination in the American presidency.
            It stated that Dole hoped Muskie’s presidential campaign would not “involve personal attacks on the
            character or the integrity of the man who is President of the United States.” The letter continued:
          


          
            
              Character assassination, however, goes beyond the bounds of the partisanship expected of national
              political figures. It may happen in campaigns for county sheriff and unhappily it sometimes even creeps
              into Congressional and Senate races, but I believe it has no place in campaigns for the Presidency. Any
              Presidential candidate does a great disservice to his country and the office he seeks when he makes a
              personal attack upon the character of the President of the United States.
            


            
              (Memo, Charles Colson to President Nixon, January 12, 1972)
            

          


          
            The letter argued that some campaign attacks should be cordoned off for they go too far attacking the
            president and his office. In addition, Colson waved the proverbial American flag with his emotional appeals
            to patriotism, insinuating that it was unbecoming to personally attack a global leader and a revered
            political office, a position America’s current president apparently does not share.
          


          
            Muskie’s misnomer, as viewed by Nixon, is the epitome of character assassination, defined by Icks, Shiraev,
            Keohane, and Samoilenko in this volume as “the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation or
            credibility.” The slanderous and derogatory nickname intentionally inflicted deleterious harm to Nixon’s
            presidential credibility, and illuminates how powerful devastatingly powerful CA attacks and their
            associated mediated reporting are. It also illustrates the importance of perception in character
            assassination, particularly during intense pressure situations like political campaigns. Character
            assassination lies in the eyes of the beholder in that the perpetrator may see their claim as positing a
            critical paradigm to objurgate and enervate their opponent, while the victim may see it as an opprobrious
            and impertinent attack fomenting additional aggression. The media then shapes public perception of the
            attack with their own degrees of neutrality or bias. Their coverage of the attack and subsequent vehement
            response reveals the malefic depths of character assassination and the ken a president needs while serving
            in his position.
          

        
      
    

    
      Nixon’s Character Assassination Strategies, and Attacks and Counterattacks


      
        Review of archival documents identifies two predominant loci for Nixon character assassination response
        activity: behind-the-scenes strategies developed within the White House that subsequently resulted in
        public attacks and counterattacks from within and outside the White House that were delivered by
        surrogates. The majority of those surrogate attacks targeted the media and were overwhelmingly negative.
      


      
        Behind-the-Scenes Activities within the White
        House


        
          Analysis of archival documents exposes several internal manipulative tactics, including intentional setups,
          combating and employing information leaks, and the use of strategic timing for intentional White House leaks. Proposed actions included attacks on the opposing Democrats,
          the potential of a new news media service, and intentionally manipulating American troops in Vietnam to
          counter CA attacks by the New York Times. The documents also reveal Nixon’s vindictive side by
          rewarding favorable media members and punishing others.
        


        
          Intentional Setups


          
            Nixon’s distaste for the media during the early years of his first presidential term led him to suggest
            several manipulative strategies. In winter 1970, Nixon iterated to Haldeman that the White House should
            intentionally “set up” Congress to position them as a recalcitrant legislative body in the eyes of the
            public. He claimed, “Our attitude should be one of cooperation so that Congress is in the position of
            appearing uncooperative rather than ours in the first instance” (Memorandum, President Nixon for H.R.
            Haldeman, November 22, 1970). Interest in media manipulation gained acute momentum during the 1972
            presidential election. White House Press Secretary Ronald Ziegler noted to Haldeman that as part of Nixon’s
            larger presidential campaign posture “we should be aware of press failings – weakness, vanity, selfishness,
            the herd instinct – but should use these to our advantage rather than simply denouncing them” (Memorandum,
            Ronald L. Ziegler for H. R. Haldeman).
          

        

        
          Combatting and Encouraging Leaks


          
            Nixon’s intense dislike of information leaks is well known due to the Watergate scandal. Other leaks also
            raised Nixon’s ire. For example, in spring 1972, a State Department member made a comment to Time
            magazine about China. Nixon was so angered by the leak, he issued another Presidential Action Memorandum to
            find the loquacious staffer. While the subsequent feverish investigation within the National Security
            Council and the State Department did not identify the culprit, it did give notice to State that the
            administration was “monitoring what they are saying to the press” (Memo, Frederic V. Malek to the Office of
            the Staff Secretary).
          


          
            Ironically, Nixon encouraged the strategy of calculated White House leaks to the media. In winter 1970, he
            suggested that the White House develop a plan to release calculated leaks to friendly reporters, and on
            occasion a television network, as well as leaks from Cabinet members and the White House staff (Memorandum,
            President Nixon for H.R. Haldeman, November 22, 1970). He also told Haldeman that he wanted a “plan to
            divide the hostile working press” through the use of leaks (Memo, H.R. Haldeman to President Nixon,
            November 30, 1970). When the New York Times attacked Nixon about him risking the cancellation of the
            Moscow Summit due to his military attacks in Vietnam, the president told Kissinger to find a way to have
            CIA Director Richard Helms leak a statement about poor North Vietnamese morale “in order to counter-balance
            the sickenly [sic] pro-communist stories appearing in the New York Times from Tony Lewis” (Memo,
            President Nixon to Henry Kissinger, May 19, 1972). He also suggested leaks about the morale problem to the
            wire services and television stories as they have a wider reach than a “column which is read by a few
            hundred people” (Memo, President Nixon to Al Haig).
          


          
            Nixon’s use of approved leaks and anger over unapproved ones demonstrates his concern about character
            assassination and his attempts to control it. It also illustrates the powerful commodity of information and
            its currency potential. Information can be manipulated to address an incorrect charge or respond to a
            correct claim. Information can serve as a valuable commodity to be disseminated to promote an individual’s
            agenda, to be exchanged as perquisite or in the form of a favor, or clandestinely released to damage a
            person or group.
          


          
            The use of the calculated leaks illustrates another manipulative technique, that
            of using strategic and dramatic timing for maximum media exposure. During pre-Summit spring 1972,
            Nixon expressed concern to Kissinger that there were too many expectations “being built up” by the press.
            He believed that by the time it took place, the press would have nothing sensational to report because the
            important announcements would have been leaked ahead of time (Memo, President Nixon to Henry Kissinger,
            March 11, 1972). To heighten mediated presidential exposure, Nixon suggested that Department of State
            Secretary Bill Rogers go on a trip at the beginning of May to Europe to discuss the Moscow Summit with
            leaders. In Nixon’s view, the trip’s strategic timing would not interfere with his considerable domestic
            news planned for April that would draw heavy media attention, and it would also contribute to a dramatic
            media buildup of the Summit. In addition, by allowing the White House to announce Rogers’s trip instead of
            the State Department, it would enhance media reporting of Nixon’s trip to Moscow (Memo, President Nixon to
            Bob Haldeman, March 20, 1972). These manipulative strategies reveal strategic timing as a means of staging
            theatrical-like activities to generate media attention. Research reveals Nixon often used the larger
            federal government with its numerous offices to counter negative public sentiments and media coverage as
            well as convey positive information to drawn in more allies, conservatives, and other sympathetic
            individuals.
          

        

        
          Risking Lives to Combat Negative Reporting


          
            Perhaps the most egregious Nixon response to negative media coverage occurred as the president was
            preparing for the Moscow Summit. At the time, the New York Times was blasting the president about
            Vietnam military activities that threatened to derail the Summit (see Minielli, 2016). Nixon indicated to
            Kissinger’s assistant Alexander Haig that it was important that any media press claiming the US had
            decreased its Vietnam military efforts while Nixon was at the Summit be “knocked down instantly.” He also
            suggested that the number of sorties be increased “so that there can be no implication at all to the effect
            that we are letting up because of our trip to Moscow” (Memo, President Nixon to Al Haig). In effect, Nixon
            ordered an increase of military troops in Vietnam and put more American lives at risk simply to ensure he
            would not receive additional negative character assassination attacks by the Times.
          

        

        
          Media Favouritism and Retaliation


          
            Archival research also indicates a pattern of presidential media favouritism and retaliation. One favorable
            reward strategy was extending perquisites to supportive media members. For example, the Nixon aides
            discovered that a White House Dinner invitation extended to ABC television correspondent Howard K. Smith
            appeared to have positively influenced his commentary about Nixon’s trip to China (Memo, Charles Colson to
            President Nixon, March 2, 1972). Nixon also made sure to “reward” favorable media members by having
            positive acknowledgements of their news stories and columns sent on his behalf, particularly when other
            media reporting was glaringly negative around seminal presidential events like the Summit (Memo, President
            Nixon to Bob Haldeman, May 19, 1972).
          


          
            In contrast, one of Nixon’s strategies for media punishment centered on travel. For example, toward the end
            of 1970, Nixon was unhappy about negative media coverage of his Key Biscayne and San Clemente trips, so he
            abruptly changed how the media would accompany him in the future. Instead of announcing his plans ahead of
            time so the media could bring their families along for vacations, the president decided he would announce
            plans at the last minute, thus preventing family travel and turning the expected
            vacation into a working trip for the reporters only (Memorandum, President Nixon for H.R. Haldeman,
            November 22, 1970).
          


          
            Nixon’s distaste for the negative reporting of the Washington Post made them exceptional
            presidential targets. When the White House was planning Nixon’s historic February 1972 China trip, Nixon
            retaliated against the Post. Restricted to only eighty accompanying media, Nixon was presented with
            a list of potential media invitees. Reviewing the list, Nixon drew a line through the name of the
            Washington Post reporter Stan Karnow, writing “under no circumstances.” He chose the competitor
            Washington Star as the media representative of America’s capital city, and indicated that if the
            Post asked why, to tell them that “a coin was flipped,” and they had lost (Memo, Press List – China
            Visit, January 1972).
          


          
            Nixon’s anger toward the Washington Post resurfaced again, this time taking the form of potentially
            terminating the licenses of several television stations owned by the Post’s parent company (an
            activity also recently suggested by Trump). In early August 1972, Nixon was apprised of the Post’s
            CEO Katherine Graham’s growing animosity toward him. She was concerned Nixon would nullify those licenses
            post-election. Nixon asked his assistant John Ehrlichman to discreetly follow up on the issues periodically
            and report his recommendations about the licenses post-election (Memo, President Nixon to John Ehrlichman,
            August 9, 1972).
          


          
            Nixon’s behind-the-scenes White House activities reveals the strategic, calculating, angry, and vindictive
            sides of an American president toward individuals and the media. It also demonstrates presidents have a
            variety of means within the executive branch to utilize various entities to respond to character
            assassination internally as well as publicly,
          

        
      

      
        Attacks and Counterattacks from Within and Outside
        the White House


        
          Archival documents illuminate Nixon’s awareness of the stature and prestige of the Oval Office and his belief
          in public decorum. That decorum prompted discussions of who should respond to character assassination,
          leading to the use of surrogates to publicly respond. By using surrogates, Nixon was able to convey
          his bitter feelings without attacks and counterattacks being directly attributed to him.
        


        
          Who should attack and counterattack?
        


        
          The Nixon conversation about who publicly attacks and counterattacks critics stands in stark contrast to
          Trump. Early in his presidency, Nixon pointed out that he does not publicly attack others while serving as
          America’s leader. He noted to Haldeman that, “in my entire public career, I have never berated a reporter,
          his publisher, or his editor, and that I do not do so as President. I, from time to time, will mention a
          column or story to a reporter, but usually when it is one involving a member of the family – seldom does it
          involve myself.” He also stated he had never attacked the opposing Democratic party or its individual
          members, and instead focused on issues. He suggested that press attacks should be “rifle shots for specific
          abuses, and not proceed in such a way as to roast the entire corps” (Memorandum, President Nixon for H.R.
          Haldeman, November 22, 1970).
        


        
          Surrogates


          
            Fulfilling what he saw as the honorable actions expected of an American president as well as protecting the
            honour of the executive office, Nixon opted to have surrogates conduct the majority of attacking and
            counterattacking on his behalf. These surrogates served several purposes, including deflecting and
            attributing messages to others as well as using surrogate ethos to enhance the surrogate’s message.
          


          
            Nixon’s surrogates came from within and outside the White House and their
            messages took several forms, including speeches, press columns, personal letters, and public statements.
            For example, when the Pentagon Papers were media fodder, speechwriters Len Garment and Bill Safire
            suggested to Ehrlichman that their penned statement titled “A Call for Self-Restraint,” could be jointly
            signed by the Secretary of State, the Attorney General, and the Secretary of Defense (Memo, Len Garment,
            Bill Safire to John Ehrlichman). Like the manipulative strategies and use of leaks within the White House,
            the majority of surrogate attacks were directed toward the media and were overwhelmingly negative.
          

        

        
          Within the White House


          
            The use of surrogates within the White House took two predominant forms: the White House staff and the
            Cabinet. Both were dispatched to discuss individual issues and employ strategies to assist surrogate
            responses.
          

        
      

      
        White House Staff


        
          The most visible surrogate suggested by several White House members was Vice President Spiro Agnew (Memo,
          Bill Safire to President Nixon; Memo, Len Garment to Bob Haldeman; Memo, Charles Colson for President Nixon,
          January 12, 1972). A second popular White House surrogate was Nixon speechwriter Patrick J. Buchanan.
          Buchanan was always willing to pen attacks and counterattacks using inspired prose. For example, he wrote a
          blistering response to a Washington Post column by Philip Geyelin, the Post’s Editorial Page
          Editor. Buchanan, an outstanding literary writer, picked apart the column like a debater swiftly and astutely
          countering attacks, and ended his letter with a parting jab, calling the Post “the second most
          important publication,” next to the New York Times. Nixon, in his own handwriting, told Haldeman that
          “this is too good to limit its distribution to those indicated. Send it to editors + columnists on a broad
          basis. It will irritate them – which is the only way we have half a chance to get any break from them”
          (Letter, Patrick J. Buchanan Letter to Philip Geyelin, 1970).
        


        
          Other staff members included Communications Director Herb Klein for the upcoming 1972 presidential election
          (Memorandum, President Nixon for H.R. Haldeman, November 22, 1970) and speechwriter John Scali for
          backgrounders on the Moscow Summit (Memo, President Nixon to Henry Kissinger, March 11, 1972). Nixon was
          aware that comments by close White House members would be attributed to him. Consequently he suggested
          staffers like Counselor to the President Robert Klein limit comments about the 1972 Senatorial campaigns, but
          “those who are not too close to me can be more vocal” with their support (Memorandum for H.R. Haldeman,
          September 18, 1972).
        

      

      
        Cabinet Members


        
          In any robust and well-developed government system, high-ranking officials are plentiful and fully capable of
          conveying messages on behalf of a leader, whether directly or covertly. Buchanan and Klein suggested using
          Cabinet members as additional presidential surrogates, particularly during the 1972 presidential campaign
          (Memo, Herbert G. Klein to President Nixon; Memorandum, Patrick J. Buchanan for President Nixon). Nixon
          suggested Treasury Secretary John Connally would be good for hard news items, and other Cabinet members and
          top Administration officials would be good for regional television (Memo, Incomplete Nixon Memorandum, March
          23, 1972). In addition, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was proposed due to his
          involvement with the Vietnam War (Memo, President Nixon to Bob Haldeman, March 23, 1972).
        


        
          Two surrogate strategies arise from the archival documents. The first was using personal, face-to-face
          Congressional member visits to improve the White House’s success rate gaining presidential support.
          Suggesting this approach to Special Counsel Chuck Colson, Nixon argued that mail and telephone calls to
          various Congressional members were not effective in his opinion and that in-person delegations would be
          better so they could “work over” each member to “hammer home what we want” and get commitments from them.
          Nixon also claimed that “You have to remember that there are very, very few people with any backbone in the
          Senate or House any more, and that they are really patsies for a group that comes in and puts it to them hard
          on an issue” (Memo, President Nixon to Chuck Colson, May 19, 1972).
        


        
          A second strategy centered on CA accusations. In summer 1972 and during the presidential re-election
          campaign, Buchanan suggested to Haldeman that their top surrogates respond to an anticipated McGovern
          presidential campaign of presidential character assassination. Buchanan stated that the Nixon campaign should
          demand that if they are going to whisper at rallies that the President is dishonest and untruthful, by God
          they should have the courage to come out and say it publicly. Accuse them of using ‘code words’ to call the
          President an evil man; accuse them of a gutless refusal to debate us on the issues, and of a retreat into the
          politics of slander and smear. If they confront us on the issues, I don’t see how – if they are clearly and
          politely and consistently made – we can lose this one” (Memorandum to H. R. Haldeman from Pat Buchanan, June
          18, 1972).
        


        
          Before the election, Buchanan again showed his literary prowess in a draft blasting Katherine Graham and the
          Washington Post about their reporting of McGovern’s corruption charges against the president. Buchanan
          claimed, “Wednesday’s edition of the Washington Post presents the most conclusive evidence of
          political prostitution of the press in recent memory.” He called the story a “phony,” insinuated its
          appearance the day after McGovern’s corruption speech was not accidental, and suggested collusion with the
          Democratic nominee’s campaign. In addition, Buchanan labeled their reporting a joke and Graham and her
          “obsequious subordinates” have allowed their hatred of the President shade their “objectivity.” He described
          the newspaper as an “imposter,” and a “pious fraud” who would share with McGovern “the nation’s repudiation.”
          He also asserted that the Post should better hide their “cohabitation” with the Democratic nominee
          (Draft: PJB, October 26, 1972).
        


        
          As a result, the use of internal White House and Administration surrogates allowed Nixon to attack character
          assassinating individuals and media without directly making the attacks himself. Such responses coming from
          the larger executive branch lent a strong ethos to the charges and buffered the president from public
          accusations of issuing the attacks.
        


        
          Outside the White House


          
            Like their internal counterparts, surrogates outside 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue were also used, including
            friendly Congressional members and a dedicated character assassination group within Nixon’s presidential
            campaign committee. Their messages took the form of statements, letters, and press releases.
          

        
      

      
        Friendly Congressional Members


        
          Supportive Congressional members often served as external presidential surrogates. For example, employing the
          aforementioned “calculated leak,” Nixon approved Buchanan’s suggestion that
          Senator Dole be the recipient of partisan investigation information during the 1970 off-year elections (Memo,
          P.J. Buchanan for the President’s File). On occasion, White House staff members would write statements on
          behalf of the legislative surrogate, like Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater (Memorandum for Van Shumway from
          Ken Khachigian). At one point during Nixon’s presidency over twenty House members volunteered to serve as
          Nixon surrogates, including Pierre duPont and H. John Heinz III (Memorandum for the Honorable Clark MacGregor
          from Herbert L. Porter).
        

      

      
        CRP’s Counterattack Group


        
          In preparation for public attacks from the 1972 McGovern presidential campaign, the Committee for the
          Re-Election of the President (CRP) formed a “Counterattack Group,” to “immediately react to any news story.”
          Writers with the Committee as well as the White House would “prepare the immediate counterattack responses”
          for surrogate usage (Memorandum for the Honorable Clark MacGregor from E. D. Failor).
        


        
          Letters were popular attack and counterattack methods. As an example, the Nixon White House, via CRP,
          proposed a letter developed by the Counterattack Group to be disseminated accusing McGovern and his running
          mate of increased public CA attacks on Nixon (Memorandum for the Honorable Clark MacGregor, September 1,
          1972). Another Counterattack Group letter was penned hitting McGovern on his comparison of Nixon to Adolf
          Hitler. The letter purported that the Nixon campaign would “reject the character assassination which has so
          far marked the McGovern campaign not only because we believe such tactics have no place in the American
          system but also because we are confident that the American people will soundly repudiate such vicious smears
          at the polls in November” (Memorandum for Hon. Clark MacGregor from Devan L. Shumway).
        


        
          Press releases were a second method to announce and denounce. Council to the President Clark MacGregor’s CRP
          press release on October 16, 1972, summarized, from Republican eyes, the 1972 Democratic assault on Nixon:
          “It is said that this is a dirty campaign, but all the dirt is being thrown by only one side. The
          mudslinging, the name calling, the unsubstantiated charges, the innuendos, the guilt by association, the
          character assassination, the second-hand hearsay are all tactics exclusively employed by the McGovernites and
          their apologists” (Statement by Clark MacGregor, October 16, 1972).
        


        
          The use of surrogates was a strategic, powerful, and successful method that lodged character assassination
          attacks and counterattacks without directly involving the president. Archival research suggests that the
          president and his staff were not above manipulation and chicanery, despite their public accusations toward
          others, particularly McGovern, of doing the same.
        

      
    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Archival analysis of presidential documents reveals multiple approaches toward character assassination during
        the Nixon presidency. Character attacks arose primarily during election activities or seminal events like the
        Vietnam War, the historic trip to China, and the Moscow Summit. This chapter identified numerous activities
        behind the scenes that were enacted by various individuals within and outside the Nixon White House to engage
        and combat character assassination, ranging from the reasonable to the outrageous.
      


      
        Of note are the approaches that remind us of character assassination’s complexity. Nixon distinguished attacks
        on himself as president from attacks on the Executive Office of the President, which resulted in different
        types of character assassination attacks enacted. In addition, the types of
        character assassination attacks and counterattacks took eclectic forms, with some conducted behind-the-scenes
        and away from media and public view. The role of surrogates was important to CA responses, and their varying
        positions within and outside the White House dictated their communicative type and message content.
      


      
        This analysis of Nixon’s presidency reveals a man preoccupied by the media and his presidential image,
        including comparisons to predecessors. In addition, the issue of perception is raised. How character
        assassination attacks are viewed will dictate their responses. Manipulative strategies like calculated leaks
        and media favouritism and punishments exposes the extent a leader will take to protect their reputation and
        retaliate against exceptionally negative media reporting. On occasion those efforts lean toward the extreme and
        outrageous, like increasing the number of troops during wartime and potentially putting them at risk merely to
        quiet a boisterous media outlet. This chapter also illustrates how extensive leadership powers are that can be
        tapped in a variety of ways to surreptitiously combat character assassination.
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      Persuasive attacks are a common occurrence in our society. Such attacks are messages (or elements of messages)
      that are meant to, or have the effect of, discrediting the target. Persuasive attack is synonymous with
      accusations, criticisms, complaints. In classical Greece this kind of utterance was called kategoria (see
      Ryan, 1982, 1988). Attacks can be directed toward character and/or policy (see, e.g., Rountree, 1995): We can
      attack who a person is as well as what a person has done. Such criticisms can be made by, and aimed
      at, people, groups, and organisations, including countries or governments. At times the two topics of policy and
      character are intertwined; for example, an attack on character can be reinforced by identifying offensive acts
      performed by the target. Conversely, an attack on policy can influence perceptions of the target’s character.
      Persuasive attacks typically focus on one or the other of these topics. Nonetheless, these two ideas are
      conceptually distinct, and content analysis reliably differentiates between policy and character utterances
      (Benoit, 2007). This chapter presents a discussion of the Theory of Persuasive Attack and illustrates that theory
      with an analysis of attacks in 2016 Republican candidate appearances on Face the Nation (for a similar
      analysis of Republican primary debates and TV spots from 2016, see Benoit and Glantz, 2017).
    


    
      The Importance of Persuasive Attack


      
        Several reasons are advanced for studying persuasive attacks. First, persuasive attack is a widely used form of
        communication. For example, Icks and Shiraev (2014, p. 3) write that “in every corner of history we find people
        of all ranks, occupations, and persuasions attempting to damage or destroy the reputation of their opponents in
        order to win political battles, discredit unwelcome news, or settle personal scores.” Rhetorical and
        communication scholars have expended much time and effort on understanding messages that respond to an
        attack: apologia, persuasive defense, or image repair (see, e.g., Benoit, 1995, 2015; Coombs, 2012;
        Hearit, 2006; Sellnow and Seeger, 2013; Ware and Linkugel, 1973). Far less effort has been spent on
        understanding the nature of persuasive attack.
      


      
        Some persons, groups, and organisations have attacked and ruined the reputations of innocent people, groups, or
        organisations. Criticisms leveled at political candidates – and at others – can be false and scurrilous.
        Mud-slinging is an inappropriate form of persuasive attack wherever it occurs. We
        should strongly condemn such attacks, but if we understand the nature of persuasive attacks it may be easier to
        expose unfounded or unreasonable attacks.
      


      
        Furthermore, persuasive attack can be useful when it exposes wrong-doing. Those who inadvertently commit
        offensive acts might correct their behavior; however, they must first be aware that their behavior is
        unacceptable before they have any reason to change. Furthermore, persuasive attacks can expose wrong-doing,
        putting offensive action in the limelight. Such unwanted publicity has the potential to embarrass perpetrators
        who realize they commit misdeeds, forcing them to mend their ways.
      


      
        Persuasive attack can also help people make decisions. For example, candidates can be counted on to announce
        their virtues (in policy and character); voters must rely on others to publicize candidates’ shortcomings
        (Benoit, 2007). Knowing the candidates’ strengths and weaknesses fosters informed vote choice. Similarly,
        persuasive attack can help consumers decide how to purchase goods and services. One company, or consumer
        advocates, or other consumers may point out weaknesses in another company’s product, again facilitating
        informed decision-making. As in politics, attacks in consumer affairs can be either legitimate or illegitimate
        and inappropriate criticisms deserve contempt. The point is that persuasive attacks can influence consumer
        buying decisions.
      


      
        Finally, making a persuasive attack could be beneficial to the attacker. Sometimes it feels good to express
        oneself. Even if the intended audience does not accept the attack, a person, group, or organisation making an
        attack may feel better for having expressed their concerns and dissatisfaction with the target of attack.
      


      
        Persuasive attacks, of course, do not always succeed. Persuasive attack is a form of persuasive discourse. Any
        given persuasive message, including a persuasive attack, may persuade some but not others (see, e.g., Benoit
        and Benoit, 2008). Attacks can persuade some, all, of none of the intended audience.
      

    

    
      Literature Review


      
        Despite the interest scholars demonstrate on responses to or defenses from persuasive attack (called apologies,
        apologia, and image repair in the rhetorical literature, and accounts in social science literature –
        see, e.g., Benoit, 1995, 2015; Buttny, 1993; Coombs, 2012; Hearit, 2006), persuasive attack itself (which can
        provoke image repair) has been the subject of relatively little research. Fisher (1970) acknowledges the
        importance of such discourse by identifying subversion, creating a negative image, as one of the four motives
        of communication.
      


      
        Ryan (1982, p. 256) articulated an approach to understanding persuasive attack, noting that accusations may
        focus on policy, character, or both. However, he wrote that a policy attack begins with “Cicero’s stasis
        of fact, conjecturalis, which focuses on whether an action was done or not” (a stasis is a
        contested issue). Other stases, definition and quality, function optionally to increase the severity of
        the accusation (and he discusses the stasis of jurisdiction) are discussed as well. Finally, Ryan
        observed that accusations against character “must be based on the fact of a policy or practice” (1982, p. 257).
        He offered a more general set of stases, not a more specific list of topoi for persuasive attack.
        Ryan’s concept of kategoria-apologia as a speech set was amply illustrated in his edited book (1988).
        This idea that attacks and defenses ought to be examined together is important.
      


      
        King and Anderson (1971; see also Raum and Measell, 1974) identified a genre (a group of discourses with
        similar characteristics) they label the rhetoric of polarization. This kind of discourse is a “process by which
        an extremely diversified public is coalesced into two or more highly contrasting, mutually exclusive groups
        sharing a high degree of internal solidarity in those beliefs which the persuader
        considers salient” (Raum and Measell, 1974, p. 244). In other words, polarization attempts to divide the
        audience into (at least) two groups: us and them. This work identifies two key strategies: affirmation
        (reinforcing the group that is “us”) and subversion (vilifying a common enemy, “them”).
      


      
        Seeger and Sellnow (2016) write about narratives of blame, addressing the Theory of Persuasive Attack (Benoit
        and Dorries, 1996), discussed in the following paragraphs. They cite Kenneth Burke (1984), talking about his
        concepts of victimage, mortification, and transcendence. Next these scholars move to Image Repair Theory
        (Benoit, 1995). Then they discuss macro-level blame narratives which transcend specific cases. They end by
        pointing to two specific instances of blame narratives: Union Carbide’s Bhopal gas leak of 1984 and salmonella
        contamination of Conagra’s chicken pot pies in 2007.
      


      
        In the communication literature McLaughlin, Cody, and Rosenstein (1983) identified four types of reproaches, or
        utterances that provoke accounts or apologies: (1) expressing surprise or disgust, (2) suggesting that the
        person being reproached is morally or intellectually inferior, (3) requesting an account, and (4) rebuking
        another person. McLaughlin, Cody and O’Hair (1983) posit five strategies for eliciting repairs or accounts:
        projected concession, projected excuse, projected justification, projected refusal, and silence. McLaughlin,
        Cody and Rosenstein (1983, p. 109) propose four types of reproaches (see also McLaughlin, Cody and O’Hair,
        1983): “(1) surprise/disgust; (2) moral/intellectual superiority; (3) direct request for account; and (4)
        direct rebuke.” Morris (1988, p. 9) articulated six methods for finding fault: “(1) formulating conduct as
        problematic … (2) accusing, (3) demanding explanations, (4) stopping present problematic conduct, (5)
        explaining stops, and (6) giving advisories.” Alberts (1988, p. 187) describes five categories of couples’
        complaints: “behavioral, performance, personal characteristic, personal appearance, and complaining” (see also
        Alberts, 1989). Vangelisti, Daly and Rudnick (1991, p. 9) advanced a typology of strategies used to induce
        feelings of guilt: “The most common verbal techniques for creating guilt in another were (a) stating
        relationship obligations, (b) enunciating sacrifice, (c) stating role obligations, (d) making comparisons, and
        (e) interrogating the other.” Sharkey (1992) identifies six tactics used to provoke embarrassment: recognition,
        criticism/correction, tease, cause to appear un-poised, violation of privacy, and association (see also Cupach
        and Metts, 1990; Cupach, Metts and Hazelton, 1986; Metts and Cupach, 1989).
      


      
        Garner (2009, 2012; see also Boklan, Griffin and Goodboy, 2014) articulated a list of strategies used to
        express dissent in organisational settings: ingratiation, direct-factual appeals, exchange, circumvention,
        coalitions, pressure, inspiration, repetition, threatening resignation, solution presentation, venting,
        inspiration, and humor. However, these categories do not appear exhaustive (e.g., are indirect-factual appeals
        possible?) or mutually exclusive (e.g., repetition is a strategy that repeats one of the other strategies).
      


      
        Icks and Shiraev (2014) offer a collection of chapters on character assassination. Icks and Shiraev (2014, p.
        5) identify three key elements of character assassination. They stipulate that for a message to be considered
        character assassination it must be intentional: “the attacker is deliberately attempting to damage the victim’s
        reputation”; second, because “character attacks are concerned with reputation, they are by nature public” (Icks
        and Shiraev, 2014, p. 6). Finally, they argue that veracity is not a defining feature of character
        assassination: “it does not matter whether the allegations used by character attackers are true or false,
        grossly exaggerated or mildly distorted” (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 6). Shiraev (2014) identifies six methods
        of accomplishing character assassination: anonymous lies, misquoting, deleting information about the target,
        vandalism (e.g., defacing photographs or paintings), name-calling, and accusations of deviance. As noted
        earlier, persuasive attacks can be justifiable or unjustifiable.
      


      
        In the literature on political communication, several books that consider persuasive
        attack deserve mention. First, Pfau and Kenski’s Attack Politics (1990, p. xv) offers “a theoretical and
        empirical examination of the role and impact of the attack message approach in modern political campaigns.”
        Pfau and Kenski provide an interesting and useful analysis of such messages but their goal is not to provide a
        set of topoi for investigating persuasive attacks. For example, when they mention the “limited number of
        strategic options available to candidates” (Pfau and Kenski, 1990, p. xiii), their analysis concerns three very
        general options: attacking first, counterattacking, and prevention (a refutation strategy).
      


      
        Second, Jamieson’s Dirty Politics (1992, p. 47) has a chapter titled “Tactics of Attack.” She identifies
        two major approaches, identification (association) and apposition (contrast: “to make their candidate’s name a
        synonym for everything the electorate cherishes and to transform the opponent into an antonym of those
        treasured values.” Each process is further divided into verbal and visual aspects. Verbal identification is
        subdivided into personal (image) and policy identification. She also offers an interesting discussion of the
        importance of television and highlights inherent differences between television and both print and radio
        political advertising. However, this analysis, while clearly useful and relevant, is quite general (association
        and contrast being its two tactics). It does include medium (verbal, visual) but again does not have as its
        goal the development of a set of topoi or strategies for persuasive attack.
      


      
        Benoit (2007, 2014a, 2014b) developed the Functional Theory of Political Campaign Discourse. This theory
        explains that political election messages enact three functions: acclaims (positive statements about the
        candidate; see Benoit, 1997), attacks (criticisms of opponents), and defenses (responses to, or refutations to,
        attacks). The nature of acclaims (see Benoit, 2013) and defenses (see Benoit, 2015) are outside the scope of
        this chapter. The concept of attack is clearly relevant to this review. Benoit notes that attacks can occur on
        two topics: character (the personality and experience of the candidate) and policy (past and future proposals
        for governmental action and problems amenable to governmental action). He and his colleagues have applied this
        theory to a variety of candidate messages (e.g., TV spots, debates, speeches, candidate webpages and Facebook
        pages, direct mail advertising), to messages in all three phases of an election campaign (primary, nominating
        convention, and general election), for a variety of offices (e.g., president, chancellor, or prime minister;
        Senator, member of the House of Representatives, governors, mayors), in the US and abroad. This work employs
        content analysis to quantify the frequency of functions (acclaims, attacks, defenses) and topics (policy,
        character).
      


      
        Benoit et al. (2001) employed Ernest Bormann’s Fantasy Theme/Rhetorical Vision approach (1972) to
        understand political cartoons on the Clinton-Lewinsky-Starr affair. They identify a complex rhetorical vision:
        “Our public figures are engaged in a Tawdry burlesque drama” (Benoit et al., 2001, p. 365). Cartoons lampooned
        such figures as Bill Clinton, Kenneth Starr, the US Congress, the Democratic and Republican parties, Monica
        Lewinsky, Hillary Clinton, and Linda Tripp. They conclude that these cartoons are “important symbolic (and
        visual) messages in public affairs” (p. 391).
      


      
        Benoit and Stein (2009) investigated persuasive attack in cartoons about abuse of children by Catholic priests.
        They list three recurrent themes: the horrific abuse, the cover-up perpetrated by the Catholic Church, and the
        Church’s fumbling attempts to address this problem. The essay also argued that the attacks were intensified
        with two arguments: the victims were innocent and helpless and priests (along with the Catholic Church) had a
        special obligation to protect these victims.
      


      
        In 2006, Apple initiated an advertising campaign called “Get a Mac” (buy Macintosh computers rather than PCs,
        or IBM compatible computers using the Windows operating system). Benoit and Delbert (2010) analyzed television
        advertisements from this campaign. They report seven recurrent themes: PCs are more susceptible to viruses,
        they are vulnerable to spyware, it is difficult to upgrade PCs, it is difficult to
        upgrade to the Vista operating system, Vista has several weaknesses, the PCs and their operating system are
        produced by different sources, and PCs are not well-designed for children. The campaign offered eight
        advantages, four unique abilities, and positive elements of Macintosh computers, as well as ten criticisms of
        PCs. The ads were often humorous and personified this comparison through the behavior of the two actors (one
        representing Macs and one representing PCs) which generally reflected the arguments advanced in it. This
        campaign was evaluated as effective.
      


      
        Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans and the surrounding area in August 2005. Many held perceptions that
        the response of FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency) was woefully inadequate and some blame was laid
        at the feet of the President, George W. Bush. Kelley-Romano and Westgate (2007) looked at political cartoons
        blaming President Bush for mismanagement of the crisis. They identified two key themes: Bush’s decisions were
        ineffectual, and he lacked the intelligence and integrity to deal effectively with this crisis. Bostdorff
        (1987) adopted a Burkean approach to investigate political cartoons making fun of Secretary of the Interior
        James Watt. She focused on two key concepts: perspective by incongruity and the burlesque attitude. She also
        examined metaphor, irony, synecdoche, and metonymy in these cartoons.
      


      
        Delbert and Benoit (2014) analyze persuasive attack in music using two case studies: “Fighting Trousers” and
        “The Very Model of a Mad Attorney General.” “Fighting Trousers” is a 2010 song and a music video by “Professor
        Elemental” from 2010 which criticized a competing artist, “Mr. B.” This song was characterized as “Chap Hop,” a
        phrase evoking “Hip Hop” and the artist’s British heritage. A common theme was that Mr. B was derivative and
        failed to exhibit key elements of Chap Hop. In the same year, the Richmond Times Dispatch released a
        song attacking Virginia’s Attorney General Ken Cuccinelli in a parody of the Gilbert and Sullivan song “I Am
        the Very Model of a Modern Major General” (from the Pirates of Penzance); the song ridiculing Cucinelli
        was titled “I Am the Very Model of a Mad Attorney General.” The song pokes fun at Cuccinelli’s positions on the
        environment, his attempts to sue the federal government over health care and the LGBT community. It also
        lampoons his personal character. The essay argues that these persuasive attacks use the burlesque frame for
        criticism: reducing a situation to absurdity and mocking inconsistency in the targets’ behaviors.
      


      
        The Theory of Persuasive Attack, developed by Benoit and Dorries (1996), is based on Pomerantz’s (1978)
        analysis of complaints, which holds that complaints (or criticism or attacks) have two key components: blame
        and offensiveness (these concepts echo Fishbein and Ajzen’s ideas of belief and value, 2010). They articulate
        strategies for intensifying a persuasive attack (see Table 21.1). The weekly television news magazine
        Dateline NBC aired a report on Wal-Mart’s “Buy American” sales promotion on the December 22, 1992. The
        general accusation against Wal-Mart was that its “Buy American” campaign is deceptive. Specifically, it is
        accused of putting “Made in the USA” signs on foreign goods, of buying from foreign factories that exploit
        children, of shifting suppliers of goods (such as sweaters) from domestic to foreign manufacturers, and of
        selling cheap goods smuggled from China in violation of import quotas. Wal-Mart was accused of several
        offensive acts (deceiving the public, selling goods made by exploited workers, and shifting orders from plants
        that provide jobs for Americans to foreign manufacturers). Wal-Mart’s apparent responsibility was heightened by
        arguing that it was aware of the harmful effects of its business practices. The perceived offensiveness of its
        actions was increased by using four of the potential strategies: the extent of the damage, indicating effects
        on the audience, portraying victims as innocent and/or helpless, and alleging that Wal-Mart’s actions were
        hypocritical (Benoit and Dorries 1996).
      


      
        The accusations and strategies for intensifying those accusations were potentially powerful. Furthermore, the
        report was developed persuasively, with extensive use of persuasive video footage (appealing to the folk wisdom
        that “seeing is believing”), use of specific examples, claims that these practices were widespread, an
        unflattering portrayal of CEO David Glass, and use of Wal-Mart’s own statements against it. Changes adopted by
        the retailer (changing signs in stores, canceling the contract with Sino-Overseas) and advertisements taken out
        by its suppliers to support Wal-Mart indicate that this attack was sufficiently effective to prompt these
        responses.
      


      
      
        Table 21.1 Strategies for Persuasive Attack on Actions
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        The Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids employed newspaper advertisements to attack the tobacco industry for its
        attempts to addict children to their deadly product. Benoit and Harthcock (1999) analyze forty of these
        persuasive messages which were aimed at three groups: the general public, elected officials, and voters. The
        analysis identifies six strategies for enacting persuasive attack: victims are vulnerable, extent of harms to
        victims, inconsistency, malicious intent (deliberately marketing to children), profiting from the harms
        created, and knowledge of dangers in the products they market to children. They conclude that the strategies
        chosen for these messages were appropriate for the campaign’s purpose (attacking the tobacco industry) and the
        strategies were effectively implemented in the advertisements.
      


      
        Legge et al. (2012) extended the initial typology of Persuasive Attack, adding the strategies of arguing that
        the victims were dignified, honorable, or noble; pejorative labeling, and identifying the target with an
        offensive value or ideology. They analyzed attacks on Rush Limbaugh after he demeaned Sandra Fluke, concluding
        that more criticism focused on the offensiveness of his statements than on his responsibility for these
        insults. DiSanza and Legge (2016) employed this typology to investigate Keith Olbermann’s attacks on the NFL
        and the Atlantic County DA’s office over the Ray Rice incident (a video tape showed him attacking his
        girlfriend, Janay Palmer).
      


      
        Two studies investigated the frequency of the persuasive attack strategies in presidential rhetoric. Benoit et
        al. (1999) content analyzed presidential nomination addresses from 1960 to 1996. They found that reported that
        extensiveness was the most frequently used of these the five strategies investigated (71 per cent), followed by
        effects on the audience (14 per cent); inconsistency (6 per cent), persistence of effects (5 per cent), and
        vulnerability of victims (4 per cent) occurred infrequently in these speeches. Benoit, Blaney and Pier (1998)
        also investigate the frequency of these five strategies in a variety of presidential campaign messages from the
        1996 campaign. They found that extensiveness accounted for 60 per cent of elaborations of acclaims and attacks,
        effects on the audience comprised 16 per cent of elaborations, vulnerable victims accounted for 10 per cent of
        elaborations, with inconsistency (8 per cent) and persistence (5 per cent) occurring
        less frequently. Although these strategies are not employed in precisely the same order in these two samples,
        both studies found that extensiveness and effects on the audience were the two most frequently used strategies.
        So, a growing literature investigates the nature of persuasive attack in rhetorical discourse, most employing
        rhetorical criticism but two studies using content analysis. Benoit and Dorries’s (1996) typology of strategies
        for persuasive attack provides a framework for analyzing messages that attack on policy (see also Legge et
        al. (2012), who extend the list of strategies).
      

    

    
      Extending the Theory of Persuasive Attack


      
        As noted earlier, persuasive attack can address policy (action) or character: Who a person (or group or
        organisation) is and what that person (group, ‘organisation) has done. Benoit and Dorries (1996)
        consider the former, policy or actions by the accused. Benoit (2017; see also Benoit and Glantz, 2017) extends
        the theory of persuasive attack to include attacks on character as well as actions. It is important to
        acknowledge that these two topics are inextricably intertwined. People draw inferences about character from
        behavior, which means that we can predict or explain behavior using the actor’s character. For example,
        knowledge that someone took something from another person allows us to infer something about the perpetrator’s
        character, the kind of person who would such a thing (a thief ). On the other hand, one can speculate about
        what a person is likely to do based on his or her character. If we know that a person desperately wants a
        promotion, they might sabotage co-workers who are also being considered for promotion.
      


      
        Attacks on character have two basic components, analogous to the two elements of persuasive attacks on action:
        declaring that the target possesses a trait and arguing that this trait is offensive (as noted earlier, these
        ideas correspond to Fishbein and Ajzen’s, 2010, concepts of belief and value). Table 21.2 offers a list
        of potential strategies for discussing these two concepts.
      


      
        Note that rhetorical discourse is enthymematic (Aristotle, 1954), which means that part of an argument
        can be implicit; rhetors may assume that the audience already accepts an idea (e.g., the belief that Donald
        Trump insulted Senator John McCain by saying that he (Trump) likes people who weren’t captured by the enemy).
        Benoit and Glantz (2017) apply the extension of the Theory of Persuasive Attack to criticisms from the 2016
        Republican presidential primary. They offer chapters on attacks on Trump from the Republican establishment
        (The National Review, Mitt Romney), primary television spots and primary debates, social media,
        television talk shows, and entertainment media (late night television jokes, video such as Saturday Night
        Live, The Onion, and political cartoons). This chapter applies this theory to 2016 Republican
        presidential primary appearances on Face the Nation.
      


      
      
        Table 21.2 Strategies for
        Persuasive Attack on Character
      
[image: Image]

    

    
      Persuasive Attack on Character in the 2016 Republican
      Presidential Primary Face the Nation


      
        Character assassination, or persuasive attack, has two basic components: arguing that the accused has a
        particular trait and arguing that a trait is offensive. This chapter illustrates both components of persuasive
        attack with critiques made by Republicans on the television show Face the Nation in 2016 (all
        illustrative quotations are from Hendin, 2016).
      


      
        Enhancing Perceptions that the Target Possesses a
        Trait


        
          The first element of persuasive attack on character is the argument that the target of attack possesses a
          trait. Four strategies are available for enhancing this belief as indicated in Table 21.2. First, an
          attacker can argue that the accused has performed acts in the past that are consistent with the trait. On 28
          February 2016, Marco Rubio declared that “Donald Trump is a world-class con artist. He conned all these
          people that signed up for Trump University.” Rubio used Trump’s actions related to Trump University as
          evidence for the argument that Trump is a con artist. This statement focuses on offensiveness, the idea that
          the target possesses a trait (most people would consider this trait to be offensive, although it is possible
          that people might interpret this utterance differently; a few might think that this shows that Trump is
          clever). On 14 February 2016, Donald Trump offers another example of this strategy when he criticized Senator
          Ted Cruz of making “Robo-calls put out … by we think Cruz, because it was one of his top people, saying that
          Donald Trump is not going to be running in South Carolina, vote for Ted Cruz. That’s a fraud.” Robo-calls
          Trump attributed to Cruz are used as evidence for the character attack that Ted was a “fraud.” These
          statements illustrate how a target’s actions can provide the basis for character assassination.
        


        
          A second strategy for increasing the likelihood that an audience would believe the target possesses a trait
          is to argue that the accused has behaved in ways that are consistent with the offensive trait. On 14 February
          2016, Marco Rubio illustrated this strategy when he claimed that Cruz was a liar:
        


        
          Obviously, in the last couple weeks, he has really exhibited this very troubling tendency to say things that
          just aren’t true, I mean, just making things up. Just this week alone, he had to pull an ad off the air,
          because it didn’t tell the truth about my position on sanctuary cities. He’s lied about my position on
          marriage. He’s lied about Planned Parenthood and my position on that. And he’s not being honest about his
          previous position on immigration. He tries to portray himself as some sort of purist, but his record is
          something very different.
        


        
          Cruz’s behavior (past lies) is used as evidence that he is a liar. Cruz sniped at both Trump and Rubio on
          March 6, 2016, by asserting that “There’s no doubt that there are aspects of this campaign that – that have
          gone into the gutter. I mean we saw moments with – with Donald Trump and Marco Rubio engaging in insults,
          engaging in – in off-color jokes, just getting nastier and nastier and nastier and throwing mud.” Both
          targets are castigated as nasty mud-throwers (ironically, some could characterize Cruz’s attack as an
          instance of mud-slinging).
        


        
          It is also possible to smear a target with guilt by association. Here the attacker links the target to others
          considered unfavorably by the audience. Two statements by Cruz illustrate this argument. He declared on May
          1, 2016, that “Both Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton agree they think Planned Parenthood is wonderful.”
          Hillary Clinton was despised by many Republicans, and suggesting that Trump is
          like Clinton could incline the audience to think Trump was (also) a liberal. He also associated Trump with
          John Kerry on February 28, 2016:
        


        
          Donald Trump, substantively, has the same issues on issue after issue as Hillary Clinton. He agreed with
          Hillary Clinton on Libya, toppling the government in Libya. That led directly to Benghazi, led to handing
          that country over to radical Islamic terrorism. He agreed with Hillary Clinton supporting John Kerry. He
          agreed with Hillary Clinton on being – quote – “neutral” between Israel and the Palestinians.
        


        
          The argument that Trump took the same positions as Clinton and Kerry serves to support the claim that Trump
          was a liberal.
        


        
          Another strategy for encouraging the audience to believe that the target of attack possesses a trait is guilt
          by contrast. The accused is contrasted from people who do not share this trait, people the audience likes.
          For example, on March 20, 2016, Lindsey Graham offered an unflattering contrast between Trump and Republican
          icon Ronald Reagan: “Ronald Reagan had the three-legged stool of conservative, fiscal, social, and strong
          national security. Donald Trump has a four-legged stool because he’s the Donald. It’s got to be bigger.” This
          utterance denigrates Trump while implying that the business magnate had a huge ego. Rubio employed both
          Reagan and Lincoln to attack Trump on February 28, 2016: “we’re not going to allow a con artist to take over
          the party of Lincoln and Reagan.” This instance of character assassination labels Trump a con artist who is
          unlike Abraham Lincoln and Ronald Reagan.
        

      

      
        Enhancing Perceptions that a Trait is
        Offensive


        
          The second general approach to attacking character is to argue that a trait possessed by the target is
          offensive. Table 21.2 indicates that this can be accomplished through two strategies. First, one
          engaging in character assassination can argue that the offensive act had extensive effects. As Donald Trump
          might say, the offense was “huge.” For example, on February 14, 2016, Trump criticized his opponent
          Jeb Bush by linking him with his brother, George W. Bush (43rd president of the United States). This attack
          partakes of guilt by association but it also works to make Jeb’s brother George W. Bush (and hence Jeb) look
          bad by arguing that Bush 43 created a terrible catastrophe: “When Jeb gets up and says, we were safe under
          his brother, we weren’t safer. His brother got us into the war in Iraq, which is one of the worst
          catastrophes ever.” This wasn’t just an unfortunate event: It was “one of the worst catastrophes ever.” This
          argument works to undermine Jeb Bush’s acceptability as a candidate. The businessman also criticized his
          eventual Democratic opponent on January 3, 2016. “During Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton’s term, she’s done
          [a] horrible job. She’s caused so many of the problems. And let me tell you something. She’s caused death.
          She’s caused tremendous death with incompetent decisions.” This utterance indicates that Clinton has caused
          extensive harm. This attack also employs guilt by association, linking Clinton with Democratic Barack Obama.
          Trump argues that she did a “horrible” job and “caused tremendous death.” These statements illustrate the
          strategy of arguing that a trait of the target was particularly offensive.
        


        
          Second, a character attack can argue that the trait can affect the audience (or people the audience cares
          about, friends, family, acquaintances) can suffer the consequences of the target’s trait. On March 6, 2016,
          Cruz illustrates this strategy when he criticized Trump: “I think people at home are asking themselves, how
          would we feel if our children came in repeating the words of the president of the United States, if that
          president was Donald Trump. And if it would embarrass you to have your children repeat the words of the
          president, that’s not a good thing.” Trump’s trait (vulgarity) could embarrass the
          audience. Trump returned to his attack on Jeb Bush through his brother on February 14, 2016. Jeb Bush’s
          brother “started the war in Iraq … We spent $2 trillion on that war. We lost thousands of lives. We have
          wounded warriors, who I love, all over the place. It shouldn’t have started.” Trump stresses that “we” spent
          trillions, “we” lost thousands of lives, and “we” have wounded warriors. The war caused by Bush’s brother
          affected everyone in Trump’s audience in one or more ways.
        

      
    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Persuasive attack is a constant in human behavior. Some instances of persuasive attack are despicable but other
        attacks turn out to be socially desirable (e.g., exposing wrong-doing). Human beings (as well as groups and
        organisations) can be characterized as having two dimensions: who they are (character) and what they do (action
        or behavior). Persuasive attacks can target either dimension. This chapter is designed to complement and extend
        Benoit and Dorries’s (1996) Theory of Persuasive Attack to address attacks on character as well as attacks on
        actions. Two general elements of attacks on character are identified here: enhancing perceptions that a target
        possesses a trait and increasing perceived offensiveness of a character trait. Four strategies for implementing
        the first idea and two strategies for the second idea are identified. Illustrations of these strategies are
        drawn from 2016 Republican presidential primary candidate appearances on Face the Nation. All attacks
        need not – and in fact do not – employ one of these strategies. Some instances of character assassination are
        simply bald-faced declarations: “My opponent is a liar.” At times these strategies are employed in an attack to
        intensify it: “My opponent lies continuously. He lies to his family, friends, acquaintances, and enemies.”
      


      
        It is important to remember that, as Aristotle observed, rhetoric is enthymematic. The Theory of
        Persuasive Attack does not assert that both components of a character attack (that the target possesses a
        trait, that the trait is offensive) must appear in an attack, although an attack could include both elements.
        The theory does not assert that it is enough to simply use these strategies: a persuasive attack, like
        all other persuasive messages, could influence the attitudes of all, most, some, or none of the audience. Some
        instances of persuasive attack will be more compelling to a given audience than other criticisms. Nor does it
        claim that using a greater number of strategies will necessarily enhance the persuasiveness of an instance of
        character assassination. It is possible that two (or more) attacks will reinforce each other but that is not
        necessarily true. This typology is an initial effort. Future research should be able to use these strategies to
        analyze attacks on character but such work could also identify additional strategies. Clearly more work needs
        to be conducted on character assassination.
      


      
        I want to thank Mark Glantz for sharing these transcripts.
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      Introduction


      
        The literature on character assassination (CA) diverges in its judgment as to whether CA can be carried out
        against a country or a state as well as against individuals. Those who oppose the notion that CA can be carried
        out against a country argue that character, as a more or less stable set of individual features, cannot be
        applied to a country, whose set of features are less easy to identify, and therefore to assassinate (Icks et
        al., 2020; Icks and Shiraev, 2014, pp. 1–13). Others advance the notion that enemy image and othering, which
        usually target a group of persons, should be considered an integral part of CA. This paper inscribes itself in
        this second tradition, seeking to demonstrate that building an “enemy image” of a country as part of
        international practices often relies heavily on the character of the leader, thus intimately interlinking CA of
        a leader and judgments of a country. This interaction works in both directions: a leader can also be attacked
        by appealing to features of the country he represents that have no direct connection with his/her set of
        individual features.
      


      
        In saying that nations have character, I refer not to an essential, primordial identity, but to the use of
        branding techniques from the corporate world. The neoliberal marketization of everything has pushed authorities
        (at state level, as well as regional and city level) to market themselves intensively (Subramanian, 2017) in
        order to attract investors and tourists, boost their “social capital” on the international scene, and inspire
        patriotism in their domestic audiences. Just as each organization has its own character or “culture” – a mix of
        reputation and the internal workings of the organization (Coombs and Holladay, 2018) – nations have their own
        image on the world scene. This image is cultivated by the authorities, which invest in it and develop
        strategies to promote it (hosting international exhibitions or sports fixtures, for instance). It can be
        damaged by crisis, mismanagement, or deliberate attacks perpetrated by external actors. CA, in the broad sense
        of the process of “enmification” (Rieber and Kelly, 1991) of a country, has been part of international
        practices since ancient times (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, pp. 1–13; Jowett and O’Donnell, 2012, pp. 51–96). In the
        twentieth century, with mass literacy and media development, this enemy image construction took on another,
        almost “industrial” dimension with the structuring of state propaganda, something that was particularly visible
        in Nazi Germany in the 1930s, on all sides during World War II, and between the
        Soviet Union and the US during the Cold War (Barson and Heller, 2001; Bernhard, 2003; Brandenburger, 2012).
        Working to weaken geopolitical enemies’ image is now part of many countries’ foreign policy toolkit.
      


      
        These efforts also rely on the media realm, resulting in the involvement of non-state actors, from politicians
        to civil society, in CA efforts. In countries with a plural political life, the creation of enemy images can be
        a diversified process: not all societal actors may agree with the state’s decision to assassinate another
        country’s image, and conversely, societal actors may target a given state even if their state’s foreign policy
        is friendly or neutral toward that state. Yet there often seems to be a certain overlap of CA efforts by state
        structures and by non-state actors from the same country, because the merits of attacks on a country’s or a
        person’s reputation are contingent on attackers’ worldview. The perception of North Korea as an enemy and a
        counter-model for society is, for instance, shared by both US officials and the majority of the American
        public, since they have a relatively similar set of values and norms. However, for some countries, the state’s
        vision and part of public opinion may diverge.
      


      
        One way to assassinate the character of a country and its leadership is through the use of history – or, more
        precisely, historicism. Historicism attributes to history a form of reductionist or tautological meaning for
        the present: something happening today is understandable only as a product of history or by drawing a parallel
        with a historical period (Popper, 1993). One of the most widespread historicist accusations is the set of
        allegations related to fascism, especially to its German version: Nazism. There are few terms in the
        contemporary vernacular that have as many negative connotations as fascism, national socialism, and Nazism.
        These term are all heavily loaded: with the small exception of those who use it in an emic way (that is, the
        minority of people who claim the right to be called fascists), the term always implies an ideological guilt and
        causality toward violence, due to the embodiment of fascism in Nazi ideology and the Holocaust. Being
        classified as a fascist or a Nazi thus often means being denied the moral right to express one’s convictions.
        The deployment of these notions is more emotional than analytical. It is a lexicon that allows for vilifying
        enemies and celebrating one’s own moral high ground.
      


      
        A growing trend in character assassination in politics and international affairs is the reductio ad
        Hitlerum, an attempt to invalidate someone else’s position on the basis that the same view was held by
        Adolf Hitler. Coined by Leo Strauss in 1951, reductio ad Hitlerum borrows its name from the term used in
        logic, reductio ad absurdum, and belongs to the category of ad hominem argumentation (Samoilenko,
        2016), understood as a logical fallacy in which an argument is rebutted by attacking the character of its
        proponent more than the substance of the argument. Reductio ad Hitlerum is based on guilt by association
        – the supposed similarity of an argument or an action to those associated with Hitler and the Nazi regime (De
        Smet, 2014). The derogatory content of this accusation is so high that the terms “fascism” and “Nazism” have
        become insulting labels that sometimes have no connection to the actual ideological positions of the accused
        individuals. The internet plays a critical role in promoting this type of rhetorical escalation: the so-called
        Godwin’s law asserts, “As an online discussion grows longer, the probability of a comparison involving Hitler
        approaches 1 (Amira, 2013).
      


      
        In this chapter, I study the rise, in recent years, of this new trend in character assassination in two
        different realms: domestic US politics and international affairs. I analyse the contentions of “fascism” used
        to discredit the political agendas and personalities of several leaders, and identify the instigators of such
        labelling. I conclude by drawing some theoretical conclusions about the use of terms belonging to past
        historical eras and mechanisms for “updating” them in order to delegitimize new political enemies.
      

    

    
      Reductio ad Hitlerum as a Tool for
      Polarizing Domestic Opinions


      
        In many Western countries, political life is increasingly polarized. This can be explained by several
        evolutions that combine to cause shifts in the conventional political landscape: growing distrust of
        established institutions; the rise of social media, which act as echo chambers for extreme and marginal views
        and push people to follow only their own community of thinking; the emergence of new dividing lines – on
        societal issues such as the rights of sexual minorities, and global issues such as climate change and
        multilateralism – that do not overlap with the traditional divisions of right/left and
        conservative/progressive. Polarization is particularly visible on the US political landscape given its
        two-party system and its – increasingly challenged – tradition of centralized governance (Pew Research Center,
        2014), while new dividing lines are more apparent in European countries, exacerbated by the incomplete shift of
        rights and responsibilities from member states to EU institutions (The Economist, 2016).
      


      
        In such a context, the rise of illiberalism is no surprise. Illiberalism is a complex and still murky term that
        describes viewpoints and/or political practices that do not deny democratic principles – as authoritarianism
        regimes would – but which promote values and attitudes that are not liberal. Conventionally, democracy and
        liberal values have been seen as going together while it seems more and more obvious than they can be
        dissociated (Zakaria, 2007). This illiberalism advances an agenda of critique of liberal values: it believes in
        strong leaders more than in parliamentary institutions and check-and-balance mechanisms, in nation-states more
        than in multilateralism, in protectionism more than in globalization, in the “mass” over the “elite” or
        “establishment,” and in core cultural values – religion, ethnicity, community – to be protected against those
        who seek to change religion, cross borders, or challenge the societal status quo (Brubaker, 2017).
      


      
        Often labelled populism, this illiberalism has been on the rise since the disappearance of the Cold War-era
        opposition between capitalism/democracy, on the one hand, and the socialist bloc, on the other. It has become
        particularly visible in Central Europe, led by Victor Orban’s Hungary, which openly claims to be an “illiberal
        democracy,” and now joined by Poland’s Law and Justice Party and Austria’s new government, as well as by
        several politicians in Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Croatia, etc. who have not yet attained positions within
        the government. In Western Europe, many similar figures have emerged, the most prominent of whom is probably
        Marine Le Pen, leader of the French National Front (see van Kessel in this volume on Geert Wilders). In the
        United States, meanwhile, this role has been taken on by Donald Trump (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2013).
      


      
        All these illiberal figures are regularly characterized by their political opponents using a reductio ad
        Hitlerum. The most extreme case is probably that of Trump, for several reasons: his unexpected candidacy
        and election trajectory, which took his opponents, as well as the media and experts, by surprise; his
        provocative declarations, which often belong to the carnivalesque tradition of reversing socially accepted
        norms; his illiberal beliefs – among them the importance of having a strongman at the helm, protectionism, core
        cultural values to be defended, and anti-intellectualism – and his connections with some far-right groups.
        During the presidential campaign, Libertarian presidential nominee Gary Johnson drew analogies between Trump’s
        announced migrant policies and “Kristallnacht in the ghettos of Warsaw and Vienna” (quoted in Hensch, 2016). At
        the women’s march organized to protest against Trump’s inauguration in January 2017, several flyers and slogans
        compared Trump with the Nazi leader; actress Ashley Judd described him as “Hitler renamed” (quoted in Campbell,
        2017). One year later, in December 2017, former president Barack Obama, speaking at the Economic Club of
        Chicago, suggested that the contemporary US was analogous to the Weimar Republic:
        “We have to tend to this garden of democracy or else things could fall apart quickly… . Despite the democracy
        of the Weimar Republic, Adolf Hitler rose to power… . Sixty million people died… . So, you’ve got to pay
        attention. And vote” (Quoted in Crilly, 2017). Several op-eds in the mainstream media echoed this vision of
        Trump being a new Hitler (e.g., King, 2015).
      


      
        This is not a new trend in US politics: as early as 2013, Governor Cuomo (New York state), who was working to
        pass a new law on gun control, was compared to Hitler by opponents of the measure (Blain, 2013). President
        Barack Obama was, too, regularly paralleled with both Hitler and Stalin by those opposed to his “socialist”
        reforms, especially anti-Obamacare protesters (see, for instance, the far-right website Infiltrated Nation
        [2013]). While the rise of illiberalism can be seen as shocking by the standards of Western established
        democracies and the values of the liberal international order, the reductio ad Hitlerum is a tool used
        by illiberalism’s opponents to single out their enemies. Denouncing someone as conservative or even reactionary
        is less powerful than shaming him/her by labelling him/her “like Hitler”.
      


      
        In this polarization process, attackers are primarily “leftists” or “progressives,” for whom questioning what
        they see as fundamental liberal values falls so much outside their framework of normalcy that it can only be
        identified with a criminal regime. Yet there is a lack of genuine analysis of which elements of illiberalism
        and Nazism they see analogies with; their attacks usually denounce style and certain policy statements, falling
        short of addressing a core element, the absence of any murderous violence that would legitimize the parallel.
        Racial demagoguery and a cult of personality are not enough to make someone a Hitlerite. The lack of relevant
        tools to capture the rise of illiberalism and its electoral success and express it in non-hyperbolic language
        also shows the difficulty the “left” is having in comprehending the ideological transformations of
        post-industrial societies.
      

    

    
      A Worldwide Inflation of the Reductio ad Hitlerum


      
        On the international scene, the use of reductio ad Hitlerum was already present during the Cold War
        decades. It was deployed on a large scale by the Soviet state to promote its internationalist positioning
        against the United States – whose segregationist regime or post-segregationist struggle it considered
        tantamount to Nazism – and against South African apartheid. In both cases, it was racism that constituted the
        logical link underlined in the Soviet reductio ad Hitlerum opposed to socialist internationalism (Roman,
        2007). On the Western side, opinions were more divided: official discourses were critical of the nature of the
        Soviet regime and its socialist bloc, but did not compare it too openly to Nazi Germany or to fascism. Yet some
        conservative segments of Western societies were more favourable to framing the Soviet Union as fascist in the
        name of a politicized interpretation of Hannah Arendt’s “totalitarianism” theory – In her masterpiece The
        Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) she studies the various preconditions that made possible the totalitarian
        regimes of Nazism and Stalinism, even if the genocidal aspects of the second regime are less prevalent than in
        the first. This viewpoint of equating Nazism and Communism was defended vividly by all the anti-Communist
        organizations, often led by people originating from Central and Eastern Europe who pushed for a denunciation of
        Soviet domination as a product of the Nazi-Soviet alliance of 1939–41. The reference to Mussolini was even
        broader used, with for instance several US officials mocking the Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser as a
        “couscous Mussolini” (McAlexander, 2011).
      


      
        In recent years, reductio ad Hitlerum has become particularly visible as a tool deployed in interstate
        geopolitical tensions. In April 2017, White House press secretary Sean Spicer condemned Syrian President Bashar
        al-Assad’s use of chemical weapons against his own people as being worse than what
        Hitler did – shockingly affirming that Hitler did not use chemical weapons against his own people – before
        apologizing for the remark (Merica and Landers, 2017). In October of the same year, North Korean leader Kim
        Jong Un accused Trump of “being worse than Hitler” on the grounds that he was purportedly preparing a nuclear
        Holocaust (O’Connor, 2017). Evidently, therefore, the list of cases in which the reductio ad Hitlerum
        has been deployed in the international arena could be long. Here, I focus on just two cases: German Chancellor
        Angela Merkel and Russian President Vladimir Putin.
      


      
        Chancellor Angela Merkel


        
          The reductio ad Hitlerum directed at Chancellor Merkel emerged during tensions between Germany and
          Greece over the European Union’s (mis)management of the Greek debt crisis. In October 2012, Angela Merkel,
          visiting Athens for negotiations with the Greek government, was welcomed by a crowd screaming “Out with the
          Fourth Reich” – a derogatory way to label today’s Germany and accuse it of imposing an “imperial” vision of
          financial austerity on the rest of Europe. A group of men dressed in Nazi uniforms and waving flags bearing
          the swastika also paraded (McElroy, 2012). This CA continued in 2015 with a new wave of the crisis. The front
          page of Greek newspaper Dimokratia displayed a photomontage of Chancellor Merkel dressed in Nazi
          attire, with the motto “Memorandum macht frei” (a combination of the Memorandum of Austerity signed by the
          Greek government under EU pressure and the slogan “Arbeit macht frei” displayed at the entrance of Auschwitz
          and other Nazi concentration camps) and the capitalized word “Dachau,” intended to symbolize Greece’s sense
          of being caught in a financial death camp ( JOE, undated). This CA of the German Chancellor was widely
          discussed in Germany and indirectly inflamed by Der Spiegel, which published a provocative
          photomontage of Merkel with Nazi commanders at the Acropolis of Athens during the Axis occupation of Greece
          under the headline “How Europeans See the Germans: The German Übermacht (superior power)” (Spiegel
          Staff, 2015).
        


        
          In this CA, two different components are articulated. One is specific to the Greek-German relationship: the
          Greek government considers that the issue of Germany’s World War II reparations has not yet been addressed,
          while Germany believes that it has been resolved since 1960. In the middle of the financial crisis, Athens
          thus reopened the discussion with its major creditor, asking Berlin to pay between US$10 and 300 billion,
          depending on the calculations, for destroyed infrastructure, compensation for the seizure of Jewish
          properties, and the extortion of a loan from the Greek national bank by the Nazis. This is an enlightening
          example of instrumentalizing history in political and financial negotiations (“I pay my debt only if you pay
          yours”). The second component belongs more to classic CA, with Greek media and politicians criticizing modern
          Germany’s power over European austerity policies by paralleling it with Nazi domination. Similar allegations
          were visible, to a lesser extent, all over Southern Europe, in Spain, Portugal, Italy, etc. Many European
          anti-austerity demonstrations indeed displayed Nazi symbols, and evoked Germany as the “Fourth Reich” to
          denounce its supremacy regarding Europe’s financial decisions. Greece’s then-Deputy Ministry of Culture,
          Nikos Xydakis, a member of the Syriza government, echoed this sentiment when he commented on Berlin’s request
          for financial cutdowns by saying, “I feel as though we were in Leipzig or Dresden with the bombs raining
          down” (quoted in Spiegel Staff, 2015).
        


        
          Germany and Chancellor Merkel faced a second attack in 2017 during tensions with the Turkish government.
          After the failed coup of July 2016 and increased mass repressions organized by Ankara, the German government
          decided to cancel several pro-Erdoğan rallies designed to help the Turkish president win support for his
          re-election among the 1.5 million Turkish citizens who live in Germany. Furious,
          Erdoğan accused Germany of “fascist actions” reminiscent of Nazi times, stating, “We don’t want to see the
          Nazi world anymore. We don’t want to see their fascist actions. We thought that era was in the past, but
          apparently it isn’t” (quoted in Roberts, 2017). Several Turkish newspapers, especially the right-wing tabloid
          daily Gunes, called Merkel “Mrs. Hitler” and depicted her in a Nazi uniform with a Hitler-style
          moustache. Here the underlying analogy is not constructed on any specific German-Turkish past relationship or
          Germany’s supposed domination over Europe, but by paralleling the political decision to ban rallies with
          Hitler’s totalitarian regime.
        


        
          The parallel between Nazi Germany and contemporary Germany has been replicated on several occasions, with EU
          institutions, in particular the European Commission, being painted as a kind of “expanded Germany.” During
          the Brexit campaign for example, a senior figure of the pro-Brexit campaign Leave.eu tweeted a mock-up movie
          of The Great Escape featuring Nigel Farage, Boris Johnson and Michael Gove as prisoners of war and
          Merkel as Hitler (May 2016). In Central Europe, where references to Nazi Germany have most often been
          instrumentalized by politicians, tensions between EU and national governments over refugee quotas and EU
          unification of legislation more broadly have been also denounced through the reductio ad Hitlerum. In
          fall 2017, for instance, the Czech president’s spokesman likened the European Union to the Third Reich,
          denouncing the pressure imposed by the “empire” on the “protectorate” – which, in the Czech context, refers
          to the Third Reich and the Czech collaborationist government (Reuters Staff, 2017). This CA of Chancellor
          Merkel is therefore intrinsically linked to the construction of a negative image of Germany as the superpower
          of Europe, paralleled with the time when Nazi Germany reigned over Europe’s destiny.
        

      

      
        Russian President Vladimir Putin


        
          However, even more than German Chancellor Merkel, it is Russian President Vladimir Putin who faces constant
          CA (see Simons in this volume), including large-scale reductio ad Hitlerum from a diverse spectrum of
          attackers. His CA through references to Nazism and fascism began as early as 2004, when former US national
          security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski compared Putin to Benito Mussolini:
        


        
          
            The fascist regime evoked national greatness, discipline, and exalted myths of an allegedly glorious past.
            Similarly, Putin is trying to blend the traditions of the Cheka (Lenin’s Gestapo, where his own grandfather
            started his career) with Stalin’s wartime leadership, with Russian Orthodoxy’s claims to the status of the
            Third Rome, with Slavophile dreams of a single large Slavic state ruled from the Kremlin.
          


          
            (Brzezinski, 2004)
          

        


        
          Brzezinski’s argument was soon taken up by former CIA director James Woolsey, who remarked that “the Russian
          administration under Putin” was “generally behaving more and more like a fascist government” (RFE/RL, 2005).
          With the 2014 crisis in Ukraine, references to the supposed fascist nature of the Putin regime increased
          tenfold. In March 2014, at the peak of the crisis that laid the groundwork for Russia’s annexation of Crimea,
          former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton compared Putin’s actions in Ukraine with those of Hitler in
          Europe just before World War II, declaring, “Now if this sounds familiar, it’s what Hitler did back in the
          ’30s” (quoted in Rucker, 2014). Some Western journalists, eager to position themselves on the “right side” of
          history, such as New York-based journalist Konrad Putzier, naively proposed that the “independent
          media start referring to Putin as a fascist much like they refer to [UK Prime Minister] David Cameron as a conservative. Unlike Putin’s use of the term, it wouldn’t be
          mere name-calling. It would simply be a recognition of the facts” (Putzier, 2014).
        


        
          With the annexation of Crimea, seen as a repetition of the Nazi annexation of the Sudetenland, the analogy
          between Putin and Hitler began to overshadow the comparison with Mussolini. Rutgers University professor
          Alexander Motyl (2016) defines Russia’s fascism as a “fully authoritarian political system with a
          personalistic dictator and a cult of the leader.” Accordingly, he invited the international community to
          avoid using euphemisms such as “authoritarian” or “illiberal” and encouraged them to stop being afraid of
          using the “f-word” (labelling Russia as fascist) (Motyl, 2007). Motyl was joined by Yale professor Timothy
          Snyder. In a series of op-eds published in The New York Times and The New York Review of Books,
          Snyder drew analogies between Putin’s Russia and Hitler’s Germany. After the annexation of Crimea, he drew a
          historical parallel between Russia’s annexation of Crimea and war in Donbas, on the one hand, and Europe
          before World War II, on the other, boldly stating, “Vladimir Putin has chosen to rehabilitate the alliance
          between Hitler and Stalin that began World War II.” With such statements, Snyder tries to kill two birds with
          one stone, simultaneously accusing Putin of being like Hitler and like Stalin. He then brought a new argument
          to the discussion: that a sign of Russia’s fascism was the tendency – by Putin and Russian officials – to
          obscure the meaning of the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (Snyder, 2014). For Snyder, the historical parallel
          was significant:
        


        
          The Molotov-Ribbentrop pact was not only about territory in Eastern Europe but also about the entire European
          legal order… . In his own way, Putin is now attempting much the same thing. Just as Stalin sought to turn the
          most radical of European forces, Adolf Hitler, against Europe itself, so Putin is allying with his grab bag
          of anti-European populists, fascists, and separatists. His allies on the far right are precisely the
          political forces that wish to bring an end to the current European order: the European Union.
        


        
          Snyder sees Nazism not only among the country’s leaders, but also in Russian society as a whole. He depicted
          Russia as a country where “Jews are blamed for the Holocaust on national television; an intellectual close to
          the Kremlin praises Hitler as a statesman; Russian Nazis march on May Day; [and] Nuremberg-style rallies
          where torches are carried in swastika formations are presented as anti-fascist” (Snyder, 2014). Snyder has
          developed this point further in papers and lectures (Chertok, 2015). Since then, he has expanded his status
          as a public intellectual whose mission is to keep society “awake” to the danger of fascism by harshly
          criticizing Donald Trump. His book On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century (2017), which
          warns US citizens of the risk of fascism at home and instructs them on how to prevent and resist it, became a
          bestseller. His trajectory is a relevant example of a scholar becoming a public intellectual by using his
          legitimacy as an historian to engage in contemporary politics; he moved from accusing Putin of being like
          Hitler to accusing Trump of the same offense. This parallel between Putin and Trump and their purportedly
          Hitler-style policies became an important component of the “Russiagate” debate in the US, with Putin being
          accused of “following Hitler’s playbook” and Trump of being “Putin’s puppet” (Will, 2016).
        


        
          In Russia, political opponents, too, have used the fascist label to denounce the current regime. In 2006, a
          few months before her assassination, journalist Anna Politkovskaya (2007, p. 71) warned, “Society is moving
          toward fascism.” Lev Shlosberg (2015), a representative of the liberal and pro-Western Yabloko party,
          contended that “Russia today is a country ideally ready for fascism,” because the population was primed for
          war and hatred and the regime was pursuing its own Nuremberg process of infusing society as a whole with this
          war-minded ideology. Opposition journalist Aleksandr Sotnik (2016) even called for
          Western countries to form an “anti-fascist coalition” ready to overthrow the Putin regime. Opposition figure
          and former chess champion Garry Kasparov, too, has used the term on his blog and in interviews on multiple
          occasions. In 2013, he declared, “The mask is off – fascism has come to Russia… . It came from the Kremlin.”
          Two years later, Kasparov (2015) wrote, “We’ve watched in horror in recent years as Vladimir Putin has turned
          Russia in a genuinely fascist direction.” Kasparov has the support of several other Kremlin opponents,
          including human rights activist Evgeny Ikhlov, who declared that the Russian government closely resembled
          “pre-Poland Germany” – that is, prewar Hitlerism (Ikhlov, 2015). He has published several texts in support of
          Kasparov’s attacks on the Kremlin, warning that “fascism is already built for the most part” in Russia
          (Ikhlov, 2014). In 2016, he declared that it was not only the regime, but also Russian society that was
          “thirsty for fascism.”
        

      
    

    
      Reductio ad Hitlerum as the Central Tool of the Russian-Ukrainian
      Conflict


      
        With the war between Russia and Ukraine, this reductio ad Hitlerum became a critical element of the
        conflict, demonstrating a rare level of politicization and a genuine mirror game between Russian and Ukrainian
        authorities, who exchanged mutual accusations of fascism (Laruelle, 2018). On the Russian side, associating
        Ukraine with fascism was not born of the 2014 situation; it has deep roots in Soviet culture. Putin has never
        explicitly labelled the post-Maidan government in Kyiv as fascist. However, in his March 18, 2014 speech to
        celebrate the reintegration of Crimea into the Russian motherland, he differentiated the Ukrainian popular
        protests against corruption from “those who stood behind” and “had a different agenda,” clearly stating that
        “Nationalists, neo-Nazis, Russophobes, and anti-Semites executed this coup. They continue to set the tone in
        Ukraine to this day” (Putin, 2014). These four terms allowed him to draw a powerful analogy between historical
        enemies (Nazism and anti-Semitism) and contemporary ones (nationalists and Russophobes). Later in the speech,
        he drew direct parallels between the Ukrainian crisis and the Great Patriotic War: “We can all clearly see the
        intentions of these ideological heirs of Bandera, Hitler’s accomplice during World War II,” implicitly
        emphasizing that Russia is once again fighting fascism in Ukraine.
      


      
        While Putin and members of the government refrained from using the “fascist junta” formulation, the Duma had no
        such reservations. The term was widely used by several members of Communist Party and the nationalist party
        LDPR: Zhirinovsky himself (Komsomol’skaia Pravda 2016), Leonid Slutskii, chair of the Duma’s Foreign Affairs
        Committee (Regnum 2016), and then Andrey Klishas, chair of the Federal Council’s Committee on Constitutional
        Law and Governmental Structure (Sovet Federatsii Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 2014), as well as several Communist
        MPs. Aleksey Pushkov (2014), chair of the State Duma Committee on International Affairs, bluntly declared,
        “Ukraine has formed a nationalist dictatorship with an obvious Nazi color.” The Russian media played a driving
        role in disseminating fascist-tinged views of the conflict. They demonized the Ukrainians by comparing them to
        Nazi troops (Cottiero et al., 2015; Khaldarova and Pantti, 2016), describing Poroshenko’s government as fascist
        and its soldiers as death squads committing genocide against the ethnic Russian minority in eastern Ukraine
        (Ennis, 2015; NATO, 2016). The main advertisements sponsored by the pro-Russian government of Crimea ahead of
        the March 16, 2014 referendum explicitly told voters to choose between a Crimea symbolically covered by a Nazi
        swastika and one depicted in the colours of the Russian flag.
      


      
        Numerous disinformation campaigns – which also existed on the Ukrainian side – played the fascist card, such as
        the alleged discovery of 80 bodies in a mass grave in Komunar who were purportedly
        victims of “Ukrainian fascists” (further investigation revealed that only four bodies had been found, in
        suspicious circumstances) (Walker, 2015). A Cold War trope was also revived to frame the United States as a
        crypto-fascist state and explain why Washington – and Brussels – supported the Maidan, thereby reinforcing the
        already powerful anti-Western narrative of Russian media (Hutchings and Szostek, 2015). In 2015, Kyiv’s
        decision to ban tens of books by Russian authors who supported the Donbas insurgency was instrumentalized by
        Russian media to accentuate the parallel between Kyiv and Nazism. The tabloid news channel LifeNews, for
        instance, stated that, “Eighty-two years ago, Nazi Germany burned thousands of books, tens of thousands,
        hundreds of thousands, and it is said that fascism began with the burning of books… . We dare to draw a
        parallel between radical Nazism and Ukrainian politics” (Amos, 2015).
      


      
        Since, in the minds of the Russian public, the notion of “fascism” implies Germany’s territorial expansion, it
        has been very easily associated with any threat coming from the West. The Association Agreement between the
        European Union and Ukraine has thus been correlated with a potential expansion of the EU and NATO replicating
        the Nazi one, which would threaten Russia’s territoriality and sovereignty. The notion that evil has always
        come from the West has been picked up by many Russian politicians and public figures. At a Moscow historians’
        conference in 2014, Mikhail Myagkov, a historian of World War II and a professor of history at the Moscow State
        Institute of International Relations (MGIMO), expressed it plainly: “Nazism is again coming to us from Europe…
        . The bacilli of Nazism have not been destroyed. Unfortunately, they have infected, among other countries, our
        brotherly nation of Ukraine” (quoted in Shuster, 2014).
      


      
        On the other side, a large segment of the Ukrainian press has been presenting the Putin regime as fascist:
        commentators have coined the nickname Putler (Putin + Hitler) and the term Rashism, which
        conflates Russia and fascism. Anatoliy Hrytsenko, a Ukrainian politician and former minister of defence, called
        Putin “a fascist of the third millennium” (quoted in Nezavisimoe Buro Novostei, 2014). In January 2017, the
        pro-Ukrainian media project UAPosition released a 20-minute video, “Hitler’s Germany vs. Putin’s Russia: The
        Comparison of Two Nazi Countries,” that “draws parallels between the social life in Germany of the 1930s and
        Russia in 2010s and shows the striking similarity between Hitler’s Nazi Germany right before World War II and
        present-day Putin’s Russia.” The video even comes with an infographic comparing the two regimes (UAPosition,
        2015).
      

    

    
      Conclusions


      
        Reductio ad Hitlerum can be defined as CA, since it targets an individual (here the leader of a country)
        and is both intentional and public. Like an individual or a corporation, a country can be the target of CA
        attacks, since it has its own image and brand. The link between CA of a country and of its leader is forged by
        the principle of charismatic leadership, which pushes for the personification of power. “Hitler’s Germany” and
        “Putin’s Russia” are two examples of the high degree to which the leader’s character and the country’s imagined
        collective identity can be conflated. The country is supposedly “subsumed” by its leader’s (negative)
        personality features. In the case of Russia, Vladimir Putin’s supposed personality (his secret services
        background, or his position as the heir of Stalin and Hitler) is projected on the country. In the case of
        Angela Merkel and Germany, the reverse linkage is made: the image of Germany as an expansionist power that aims
        to dominate Europe as it did during World War II is projected onto the country’s leader.
      


      
        This reductio ad Hitlerum is developed by several categories of attackers. In the domestic context, it
        comes primarily from politicians, media and intellectuals with liberal values and is directed against public
        figures promoting an illiberal agenda, who are attacked for supposedly sharing in
        the legacy of Nazism and fascism. More rarely, such attacks can come from far-right circles opposed to liberal
        figures. On the international scene, perpetrators can be more diverse, including state leaders and high-level
        public officials as well as media and civil society. The audience is therefore varied, both domestic and
        international. Indeed, foreign policy narratives provide a latent pool of malleable national symbols by which
        to validate states’ foreign policy agendas in the eyes of their domestic audience (Snyder, 1991). The final
        objective is to reinforce the attacker’s own moral and political credibility by assassinating their opponent’s
        social capital – here, by trying to diminish or delegitimize leaders’ popular support and electoral success
      


      
        In recent years, this reductio ad Hitlerum has become a widespread tool for framing political and
        geopolitical legitimacy by controlling the labeling of opponents and assassinating a country’s brand. Its
        persuasiveness is dual: it vilifies the enemy by identifying it with the most murderous ideology, and
        identifies the attacker with those who fought against Nazism or were its victims, therefore establishing their
        own moral ground with a very powerful historical reference. One may wonder if reductio ad Hitlerum
        succeeded as a CA: the escalation of character attacks analogizing a subject to Hitler may have a
        counter-productive effect. If too many figures are identified with Hitler, the potency of the accusation
        diminishes, and all those labeled as such may find themselves part of such a large group that they constitute
        the “new normal.” For instance, electoral support for Trump is not impacted by this reductio ad
        Hitlerum; on the contrary, the label may even increase his popularity by displaying him as going against
        the mainstream and having the courage of his convictions. The same effect has occurred internationally: US and
        European sanctions on Russia after the annexation of Crimea did not delegitimize Putin, but rather reinforced
        his image as a brave leader not afraid to be rebuked at the international level and Russia’s image as a victim
        (Frye, 2017).
      


      
        The reductio ad Hitlerum reveals the extent to which the Nazi period remains a critical compass in all
        Western societies: while defining the “good” has become more complex and debatable, identifying the “bad,” the
        universal evil, remains possible with the memory of Nazi violence. As François de Smet indicated in his book
        reductio ad Hitlerum, what allows the rhetorical escalation of labeling opponents “Hitler” belongs to
        the psychoanalytical realm: it combines a form of unmentionable admiration for the pure and extreme violence of
        the Nazi regime (a call to the primitive instincts of human beings, in a Freudian perspective) with relief that
        this regime was destroyed. It also demonstrates how much history remains a political language in our societies:
        it continues to shape a large part of politics between Israel and the Muslim world – with mutual accusations
        either of having supported the Nazi extermination strategy or of creating a new racist and segregationist
        policy – and constituted the main historical frame of reference for the Ukrainian-Russian conflict of 2014,
        here too with mutual accusations of being “fascist.” Even within the European Union, the debt crisis was
        suddenly (and, for many observers, surprisingly) connected to Germany’s war reparations, showing that history
        is still alive and a “useable past” for today’s politics.
      


      
        Beyond the issue of the efficiency (or inefficiency) of CA through reductio ad Hitlerum, the current
        trend of trivializing references to Hitler has dangerous repercussions for political life and civic consensus.
        First, by contributing to a radical othering of the opponent and framing those with divergent worldviews as
        primordial enemies that may put one’s own life in danger (Oppenheimer 2006), it refuses to recognize the
        legitimacy of other opinions. It thus hampers our comprehension of why illiberal statements and gestures appeal
        to a growing part of the electorate in many countries of the world and cannot be seen only as a new “Nazism” or
        a new “totalitarianism”. Second, through its hyperbole, it tends to normalize a historical moment that remains
        exceptional and should be preserved as the “universal evil” in world memory. It also indirectly takes the risk
        of missing more genuine criminal actions and genocide going on in different
        countries. Third – and this has been totally overlooked so far – it allows users of the reductio ad
        Hitlerum to hijack the memory of those who fought against Nazism or their victims and reinforce their own
        moral ground by presenting themselves as their heirs. Last but not least, it disrespects the memory of millions
        of people who died in Nazi camps by downplaying their suffering and comparing it with political events in which
        mass violence is absent.
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      Character assassination comes in various forms. Some are subtle, indirect, or superficial, others extremely
      destructive. The most drastic methods of character assassination are those that falsely slander victims’
      characters, leading to their wrongful public shaming.
    


    
      Throughout history, such drastic cases of character assassination have sometimes taken the form of a legal trial
      – a show trial. A show trial is a predetermined judgment that is widely publicised and has a
      propagandistic goal. Show trials are symptomatic of totalitarian societies, be they political (communist
      totalitarianism) or religious (as presided over by the Inquisition).
    


    
      Show trials are the ultimate cases of character assassination, in terms of both their cruelty and their extensive
      character – they can pull in broad populations of conformists and bystanders. Historically, they have also had a
      tendency to spread rather than remaining isolated incidents of abuse of power. Thus, there are many reasons for
      these important lessons from history not to be forgotten but rather to be highlighted in any systematic
      scholarship on character assassination.
    


    
      In show trials, character assassination – or, more precisely, the assassination of the public image of the
      victim’s character1 – takes place after the victim is falsely accused, tortured,
      forced to make a false confession, and unjustly publicly shamed. It typically concludes with the physical
      execution of the victim. In this chapter, we also wish to bring out a comparatively hidden aspect of the show
      trial process, namely that the rest of society (both institutions and the public) is subdued into passivity or
      manipulated into actively aiding the executioners and ideologues. Not only do ordinary people fail to interfere
      to rectify the injustice, but – driven by fear, “low information,” psychological dependence, or greed – they go
      along with it, acting as accomplices. The end result is that the characters of all involved (including the silent
      bystanders) are mutilated, if not “assassinated.”
    


    
      This chapter will approach the matter from several angles. It begins with an introduction of the historical
      context and focuses on the show trial of Milada Horáková. However, the primary interest is in the psychological
      aspects of show trials in all three main groups of protagonists: the psychology of the oppressed, of the
      perpetrators, and of the bystanders.
    


    
      Show Trials as Character Assassination Strategies


      
        Show trials manifest and further strengthen an uncontrolled power. As a result, they are a common feature of
        totalitarian systems, most notably the Stalin-era Soviet Union (which made the concept of “show trial” notorious), but also extreme-right regimes such as Nazi Germany and
        military dictatorships. Features of show trials are also discernible in religious trials – trials by the
        Inquisition and witch trials.
      


      
        Political show trials are a manifestation of state terrorism; indeed, they possess terroristic
        attributes. The most common attributes of a show trial include:
      


      
        	The choice of the victim is unpredictable and may appear to be almost random. Even the highest-level
        dignitaries are not spared.2
        


        	Both the accusations and the process are spectacular and well publicised.


        	The victims are treated violently and the punishment is severe – typically a death sentence.

      


      
        The versatility of show trials and their portability to various contexts is evidenced by the terms that have
        emerged to describe them in various languages: Schauprozess, показательный процесс, politický proces, farsa
        judicial, parodie de procès. Some forms (Spanish and French) stress the farcical nature of these processes,
        others (Czech) their political substance, and still others (English and Russian) their publicisation and
        mediatisation. The English term “trial” actually misses, to some degree, the essence of a “show trial,” since
        it is not a legal trial per se: there is no genuine trying when everything – from the setting to the judge,
        from the false witnesses to the declaration of guilt and the sentence – is pre-determined.
      


      
        To emphasise its gigantic and menacing nature, a show trial is sometimes nicknamed a monster trial. To
        highlight the intentionality of the execution, it is called a judicial murder. To stress that it is
        scripted and public, it is sometimes referred to as a “cruel theatre” (Ivanov, 1991, p. 233).
      


      
        The typical features of show trials conducted by totalitarian societies include:
      


      
        	A script written in advance at the pleasure of the ruling authority. The script may be as detailed as a
        screenplay, with roles to be memorised and performed.


        	An innocent victim accused of acts that not only exemplify his/her “repulsive conduct” but also prove deep,
        irredeemable character flaws.


        	The victim, usually under torture, who is taught his testimony from the script. He/she is then forced to
        deliver a self-accusation and convincing confession.


        	The trial, verdict and/or execution are made public; the public is seduced to watch, to take a stand, and
        to act according to the propagandistic goals of the authorities.

      


      
        Scholars examine character assassination by taking into consideration various aspects, such as the target,
        methods used and time perspective (see the chapter on the theoretical framework in this volume or Samoilenko,
        2016). Within the systematic typology of character assassination, show trials are classified as false but
        relevant tools of social annihilation (Table 23.1) and are considered direct physical attacks (Table
        23.2). The relevant cells in the tables are shaded.
      


      
      
        Table 23.1 Character Attacks
        Related to Show Trials
      
[image: Image]


      
      
        Table 23.2 Character Assassination Typology – Criteria of the Nature and Direction of Attacks
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        Show trials are the ultimate cases of character assassination as (1) they focus on substantial, yet fabricated
        character flaws; (2) they drive the victims to smear themselves, i.e., to character suicide; (3) they tend to
        culminate not just in assassination of the victim’s character but in the physical destruction of the victim,
        thus making the sentence irreversible; and (4) by forcing the public into complicity, they attempt to
        assassinate – or at least mutilate – the very character (not just the reputation) of vast social strata, even
        sometimes the majority of the nation.
      


      
        Next, this chapter will address the history of show trials by looking at the oldest well-documented religious
        show trials, such as Inquisition trials and witch trials. The best-known show trials in modern history occurred
        during the Great Terror of 1937–1938 in the Soviet Union and in the post-Second World War era in Soviet
        satellites (e.g., the trials of Milada Horáková, László Rajk, and Rudolf Slánský).
      

    

    
      The History of Show Trials


      
        Religious Trials


        
          Pre-modern societies were mostly theocratic. Religion penetrated social and individual lives, claiming a
          place at family tables and in bedrooms. It even functioned as a method of mind control: after all, religion
          recognises not just sins of deed and word, but also sins of thought.
        


        
          Religion has all the tools to engage in totalitarian control, a power it has used often throughout history.
          Scholars whose science clashed with church dogma – especially astronomers who were not Church lackeys – were
          tried, intimidated and punished. (The most famous cases are those of Giordano Bruno and Galileo Galilei.)
          Non-conforming reformers also had to be removed. Jan Hus (Huss) of Bohemia, an early reformer who publicly
          criticised and attempted to reform the Church a hundred years before Martin Luther, was tried, publicly
          shamed and burnt at the stake.
        


        
          Deaths by burning, drowning, beheading, hanging or immuring awaited many who were accused of witchcraft,
          especially women. Of these, the Salem, Massachusetts witch-hunts of 1692–1693 are among the best-documented
          and most-discussed cases, yet the onset of violence against accused witches in Catholic Europe came much
          earlier. Thurston (2013, p. 6) states that the first recorded trial of a witch took place in Ireland in 1324.
          Between then and the last recorded legal execution for witchcraft, which occurred in Switzerland in 1782,
          tens of thousands of victims are estimated to have been executed (Harloe, 2017, p. 61). Of these, about
          one-quarter were men (Thurston, 2013, p. 10), a fact which is often omitted. No one was safe: the victims
          included the richest men in town, the prettiest women, vicars, councilmen, and even children (Lukeš, 2013). Most processes and witch-burnings occurred from 1580 to 1630, with
          a distinct peak in German-speaking areas in the early 1620s.
        


        
          The infamous handbook for dealing with witches and witch trials was called Malleus maleficarum – that
          is, The Witches’ Hammer. (Malefici and maleficae are the Latin terms for male and female
          witches, from the word maleficia, meaning “evil spells” – Levack, 2013, p. 4.) It was most likely
          published in 1486 and its authorship is ascribed to Dominican clerics Heinrich Krämer and Jakob Sprenger. The
          handbook was reprinted numerous times and translated into various languages, thus contributing to the spread
          of the contemporary obsession with witch-hunting. The Witches’ Hammer is also the title of an
          outstanding docudrama book by Václav Kaplický (1990) and an artistic yet realistic film by director Otakar
          Vávra (1969), both based on archival trial documents and with striking historical, psychological and
          aesthetic value. Notably, Vávra’s film was produced in 1969, immediately following the Soviet invasion of
          democratising Czechoslovakia. This context gave the witch-hunt a double meaning very comprehensible to the
          citizens of an occupied country that was being brought back under the Communist yoke.
        

      

      
        Political Trials


        
          Show trials are among the repressive methods of dictatorial political regimes. They are symptomatic of
          communist as well as fascist regimes. The Stalin-era Great Terror or Great Purge in the second half of the
          1930s gave rise to some of the most spectacular and most infamous political trials in history. The
          significance of that era is emphasised by Snyder (2010, p. 107–109), who calls the period of Great Terror
          “the third Soviet revolution” – the first, the Bolshevik revolution in 1917, being political; the second,
          collectivisation after 1930, economic; and the third, the revolution of the minds, actually a
          counterrevolution acknowledging that Marxism and Leninism had failed.
        


        
          However, Nazi Germany also conducted show trials, typically to dispose of cases of high treason. These
          involved, most famously, the participants in the failed assassination attempt on Hitler ( July 20, 1944).
        


        
          Although show trials represent only a fraction of the tens of millions of deaths Stalin caused, they deserve
          historical and psychological attention. According to Molotov (as quoted in Figes, 2008, p. 239), Stalin was
          motivated to orchestrate the Great Purge by threats to himself and to the Soviet Union at a time when war
          seemed imminent; that tends to be the communist justification. Psychologically, the most obvious explanation
          is Stalin’s paranoid personality and his rivalry with other revolutionaries: Lenin had supposedly preferred
          to be followed by Trotsky, while Kirov appeared more popular among the people than Stalin. Stalin wanted his
          rivals to be not just defeated but erased from history as thoroughly as they were erased from documentary
          photographs of that era (see King, 2014).
        


        
          Moscow trials represent the core of the Stalin show trials conducted from 1936 to 1938. The first great
          trial, in 1936, involved sixteen top Party leaders (including Kamenev and Zinoviev) tried for treason,
          spying, and terrorism. All were sentenced to death, along with 160 others arrested in relation to the trial.
          In January 1937, seventeen Party members were accused of belonging to a Trotskyist centre, espionage and
          sabotage. Most were shot. The next trial, in spring 1937, focused on high-ranking military commanders,
          including Marshall Mikhail Tukhachevsky. They were accused of treason, tortured and executed. The last and
          largest trial of the series took place in March 1938. It involved twenty-one high-ranking Party leaders,
          including Nikolay Bukharin and former Prime Minister Rykov. They were shot for conspiracy to assassinate
          Lenin and Stalin and give away Soviet land to Germany and Japan.
        


        
          The end of the Second World War meant the defeat of Nazism but also the advent of
          Communism in Central/Eastern Europe. Along with its influence, the Soviet Union imported its Stalinist
          methods and manipulation by fear. A hunt for non-existent traitors was launched and high-profile show trials
          soon took place in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, East Germany and Poland.
        


        
          The parallel between religious inquisition trials and Communist trials is not accidental. The analogy was
          later cogently analysed in great detail by Lukeš (2013). Both during religious and political show trials, the
          suspects had no idea what crimes they were supposed to have committed and who had denounced them; the
          prosecutor was also free to use any method or trick, including torture and lies, to make the defendant
          cooperate and extract a “confession.” Intervening on behalf of friends was lethal. Lukeš proved that there is
          indeed a striking resemblance between the methods the Inquisition used to destroy Father Christoph Alois
          Lauttner (1622–1685, a hero of The Witches’ Hammer) and the methods employed during the Stalinist
          purge of former General Secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia Rudolf Slánský (1901–1952).
        


        
          Many show trial victims, including communist leaders such as Slánský, were tainted by methods that they had
          earlier prepared for others. Hodos (1987, p. 79) is not alone in speaking of the persecutors who “were caught
          in their own terror net.” Baer (2015, p. 136) points out that Slánský himself played a crucial role in the
          organisation of the purges and supervised the renovation of a large prison in Ruzyně: “It was not so much a
          cruel irony of history that Slánský fell victim to the very agenda he had helped to set up for rooting out
          ‘class enemies,’ but a logical consequence consistent with the rationale of the purges.” Thus, the case study
          of this chapter is devoted not to the trial of a Communist, himself potentially an accomplice in a similar
          crime, but to a truly innocent victim, a democrat and humanist who made herself an obstacle to the brutal
          regime – Dr. Milada Horáková.
        

      
    

    
      The Show Trial of Czech Democrat Milada Horáková


      
        The Political Setting


        
          Following the Munich agreement (perceived as a betrayal on the part of Western democracies), a dismembered
          Czechoslovakia was fully occupied by the Nazis from 1939. In 1945, the Soviet army liberated most of
          Czechoslovak territory, including the capital, Prague. The Western betrayal, the Soviet liberation and the
          fact that the Czech democratic resistance had been destroyed by the occupation combined to weaken the
          country’s democratic potential, making it more susceptible to Communist propaganda. In 1945, the Red Army let
          in the first wave of Soviet spies and operatives. The 1946 elections allowed the Communists to take over key
          ministries and the police, creating a stronghold for a Communist putsch in 1948 supported by the Soviet
          Union. A disturbing parallel emerged: the Communists felt strong Soviet support and began to act arrogantly,
          just as the Sudeten Germans had a mere 10 years ago with the backing of the future occupier, Nazi Germany
          (Ivanov, 1991).
        


        
          Czech patriots suddenly found themselves in danger. Czech pilots who had fought in the British Royal Air
          Force were jailed, the distinguished General Píka was executed and Czech elites of all ranks – the military,
          politicians, students – were persecuted, tried and handed harsh sentences. Those who did not end up in
          communist prisons faced a moral dilemma: to become part of the massive wave of exiles or stay and try to
          preserve democracy?
        


        
          Remarkably, the new Communist Czechoslovak government was getting nervous, too. Other Communist countries
          were threatening that the “great international conspiracy should not be underestimated” (Kaplan, 1993, pp.
          272–273). Czechoslovak President Gottwald and General Secretary of the Communist
          Party Slánský finally realised that procrastination “endangered not only their posts, but also their lives”
          (Lukeš, 2006, p. 16). Gottwald thus requested help directly from the Soviet Union, with the result that the
          first Soviet experts on show trials, advisors Likhachev and Makarov, arrived in autumn 1949. Their mission
          was to prepare a great political trial in Prague, a model Soviet-style trial. The arrival of the Soviet
          advisors (who were soon joined by a second Soviet advisory team) brought the initial hesitant phase of the
          purge to an abrupt end. From then on, terror was given free reign (Hodos, 1987, p. 78).
        

      

      
        The Victims


        
          The Czechoslovak Communists, on orders to conduct a huge political trial, were looking for suitable victims.
          The democratic politicians of the Czechoslovak National Socialist Party3 were
          natural targets. After the Communist takeover, the party had become illegal and its chair, Zenkl, went into
          exile, meaning he was not available to be tried. Yet the remnants of the leadership, known as “The Six”
          (Šestka), had managed to keep their party and its ideals alive, in the hope that the Communist
          dictatorship would be replaced by democracy. The key figure of “The Six” was Dr. Milada Horáková.
        


        
          Before the Second World War, Czechoslovakia had a standard democratic political scene. Milada Horáková, a
          doctor of laws, was young but already a very accomplished politician. A democrat and humanist, she
          represented the National Socialists in the parliament. Her main mission was social politics and equal rights
          for women; she also served as chair of the Women’s National Council, the country’s largest women’s
          organisation.
        


        
          Horáková was an integral part of the Czech resistance during the Second World War. She was captured by the
          Gestapo early in 1940 and imprisoned, barely escaping execution. Having survived a Nazi concentration camp,
          Horáková was determined to work to rebuild free Czechoslovakia in the spirit of Masaryk’s humanism,
          progressive socialism, democracy, and Beneš’s socialising democracy (Kaplan, 1995, p. 99). She attempted to
          prevent the communist coup by requesting that Parliament be called. After the Communist takeover and the
          violent death of Jan Masaryk (the son of Tomas Masaryk, the founder of Czechoslovakia), she refused to be
          part of the parliament and therefore resigned. However, she hesitated to leave the country despite her
          friends’ urging. “My place is here,” “I will walk the straight line” was her answer, and she continued to
          believe that Czechoslovakia would return to democracy and the rule of law (Ivanov, 1991, p. 149 and 133).
        


        
          Horáková was arrested soon after the arrival of the Soviet show trial advisors, on 27 September 1948. On 8
          November at 4am, in a monster arresting action, 380 other former National Socialists were arrested. Her
          fellow prisoners later described the regime in Ruzyně prison: the inmates were not allowed to sleep for more
          than twenty minutes and when not being interrogated, they were not allowed to sit or lie down, but had to
          walk at all times. They were subjected to threats and cruel beatings.
        


        
          Horáková was first faced with an extensive preparatory interrogation process. She bravely managed not to
          denounce others and in fact did her best to protect them. Her testimony, still preserved in the archives, is
          a democratic manifesto. However, with the arrival of the Soviet advisors, the interrogation process
          transformed into the teaching of pre-written questions and responses.
        

      

      
        The Trial


        
          Although the trial primarily targeted the National Socialists (eight of the accused were party officials),
          five other people were tried with them. The group of the accused thus ranged from traditionalist Catholics to left-wing radicals, and included two women. The trial lasted
          from 31 May to 8 June 1950. The Soviet advisors Likhachev and Makarov were central in preparing the trial,
          which was directed according to a script and included detailed pre-prepared testimonials that the defendants
          had to learn by heart. The prosecutor accused the defendants of subversion, terrorism, planning a coup and
          weakening their country in anticipation of another world war, all on behalf of the Western intelligence
          services.
        


        
          The verdict included four death penalties and four life sentences, with the rest of the accused receiving
          sentences from fifteen to twenty-eight years. The property of all those sentenced was rendered to the state.
          The harsh outcome triggered a wave of international solidarity: Albert Einstein, Bertrand Russell, Dutch
          survivors of Nazism, Harvard history professors, international human rights organisations and many others all
          sent telegrams to President Gottwald pleading for mercy. Only rarely, however, were these foreign voices
          joined by domestic ones. The atmosphere of terror silenced the opposition and those few who advocated for the
          accused were themselves severely punished. The verdict was carried out and Horáková’s family received neither
          her body nor her last letters.4
        

      

      
        The Propaganda Campaign of Horáková’s Trial


        
          This section is based on publications from the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes in Prague
          (ÚSTR), particularly documents and analyses by Formánková (2007) and Formánková and
          Koura(2008).5 In brief,
        


        
          	The trial was designated as the principal domestic event.


          	The focus was on character assassination of the accused.


          	A large-scale, all-encompassing propaganda campaign was launched to involve the whole public and rouse
          anger against these “enemies of the people.”

        


        
          The trial was presented as an event of primary importance that had the utmost attention of the Communist
          Party leadership. Its orchestrators made abundant use of all the regime-controlled mass media, launching a
          massive information campaign. It was impossible to remain uninterested, uninformed or uninvolved. Inspired by
          the Soviet stengazeta, newspapers were posted daily in shop windows and on bulletin boards.
          Breaking-news bulletins were produced by the editorial staff of major newspapers. Live radio transmissions of
          the trial proceedings were broadcast in public spaces: factories, businesses, villages, pubs, clubs and
          public transport waiting rooms. People were organised to listen to the broadcasts together. Interestingly,
          only limited use was made of film; there was a well-substantiated fear that showing the live faces of the
          accused could trigger unwelcome sympathies and compassion (Kosatík, 2011, p. 218).
        


        
          The Communist Party arranged for participants carefully selected by regional Party committees and
          secretariats to receive tickets to attend the trial. The audience changed every half-day, such that over 4000
          people had the chance to watch. Subsequent discussions were organised for the public to meet with those who
          attended the trial; each participant was supposed to engage in several discussions with citizens.
        


        
          The accused were labelled using emotionally charged, hateful language. The name-calling was particularly
          focused on assigning grave, fabricated character flaws. The communist regime thus presented the trial as a
          process with immoral “traitors and scum of the nation” (zrádci a vyvrhelové společnosti), “hyenas
          longing for nuclear war,” “those who were preparing war and capitalist exploitation,” “scum, monsters, and
          freaks (vyvrhelové, zrůdy),” “those who were thrown on the trash heap of
          history,” “perverse characters,” and “treacherous octopuses fearing light which would reveal their
          hideousness” (Formánková, 2007, pp. 25, 28 and 35).
        


        
          The campaign systematically addressed all three psychological aspects of attitudes:
        


        
          	(a) emotions – emotions clearly prevailed over rationality. The campaign used highly sensitive post-war
          trigger words such as “the war,” “atomic war” and “fascists,” although all the accused were anti-fascists and
          six of the thirteen had been jailed by the Nazis during the war;


          	(b) cognition – a huge effort had to be made to make the unlikely accusations sound real; following the
          Nazi propagandists’ dictums that the larger the lie, the more believable it is, and that it will be trusted
          if repeated often enough, people were oversaturated by the information campaign;6
          


          	(c) prompts to action – the Central Committee of the Czechoslovak Communist Party initiated a vast
          propaganda campaign prompting the “will of the people” to “spontaneously” express themselves in reaction to
          the trial. People were forced to accept and sign joint resolutions reacting to the trial with fury and
          increased labour commitment. When we read the resolutions now, after the passage of years, they sound
          simultaneously scary and comical.7
          

        


        
          The campaign was supposed to rouse mass hysteria in which ordinary people expressed outrage over the acts of
          the “traitors and the scum of the nation” and “spontaneously” expressed the deepest contempt, prompting them
          to request that the harshest penalties be imposed on the accused. There was an
          official call for “increased vigilance and alertness and initiating a pogromist atmosphere against all
          enemies of the republic and their providers: Anglo-American warmongers.” Indeed, as many as 6300 resolutions
          arrived, demonstratively delivered in baskets to the courtroom during the process. Many explicitly called for
          the deaths of the accused.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            Figure 23.1 The
            Monument of Milada Horáková
          


          
            Source: Image from author
          

        


        
          Young people and children were also involved. They were supposed to post newspapers in public places;
          schoolchildren also had to write essays about the trial and the accused. In some cases, the children were
          encouraged to show their essays to their parents and ask for comments. This approach seems to have been a
          particularly cunning way of indoctrinating children and encouraging hypocrisy within families.
        


        
          The information campaign was bi-directional. The Communist headquarters issued directives while at the same
          time requesting feedback. Thus, the Regional Party Committees forwarded reports from the towns and villages
          back to the Central Committee of the Communist Party, including information on eavesdropped conversations.
          This provided a wider spectrum of views, not just requests for harsh and absolute punishments but also wishes
          that the death penalty not be imposed. Some voices expressed obvious sympathy with the accused: Horáková’s
          self-assured demeanour was encouraging to the adversaries of Communism, particularly to tradesmen and
          farmers. The public seemed to have a special sympathy for the accused women, mainly due to the bravery of
          Horáková. Conservatives, in particular, tended to express doubts about the trustworthiness of the whole
          process and disbelief in the guilt of the accused.
        

      
    

    
      The Psychology of Responding to Show Trial Propaganda


      
        In totalitarian societies, the regime has a monopoly over most spheres of life: politics and ideology (media
        and censorship), as well as rewarding and punishing citizens. People react to this enormous pressure in various
        ways. The main coping styles can be condensed into a simplified typology ranging from resistance to passivity
        (see Table 23.3). These categories are further described and illustrated by quotes from an excellent
        collection of testimonials in Orlando Figes’s The Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin’s Russia.
      


      
        Importantly, the categories are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they are permeable; one can oscillate between
        them depending on the situation. Moreover, as an observer, it is hard to differentiate between those who
        conform and those who only comply.
      


      
        A typology of coping with oppression is represented in the following coping mechanisms:
      


      
        Resistance. To resist the oppressor, not giving in to overwhelming pressure but working against it,
        perhaps by joining or creating a resistance network, requires a great deal of moral integrity. The modern
        dissidents as we know them – Andrei Sakharov in his later years or Václav Havel8 – would not have had the chance to survive had they challenged the regime during the
        terrorist phase of communism. Gulags and concentration camps were full of resisters,
        many of whom perished unrecognised and without a trace as oppressive regimes did their best to destroy the
        evidence of dissident heroism. Historians in post-totalitarian countries are busy rooting through archives and
        oral histories, trying to find these heroes before the last traces of them are lost. Resisting a lethal power
        is a challenging proposition, as it is only a matter of time until one loses. This was true both of dissidents
        under the Nazis and their counterparts under Communist regimes, who ended up in prisons, in concentration camps
        or at the gallows. This made the price of resisting too high for most people; although they might have
        preferred to resist, they chose to comply for the sake of survival.
      


      
      
        Table 23.3 A Simplified
        Typology of Coping with Oppression
      
[image: Image]


      
        Compliance (public compliance) can be defined as a complex adaptation in which the person makes a
        compromise between (a) compliant public behaviour and (b) non-conformist private attitudes, thus ending up
        living a double life and acting out various roles. The literature on life under totalitarian societies
        often reports such double lives, double moral standards and divided selves (Klicperová, Feierabend and
        Hofstetter, 1997; Scheye, 1991; Šebek, 1990).9
      


      
        The Communist regime was aware of the danger posed to it by privacy and sought to limit it by all means
        possible. Privacy was limited (a) by public proclamations which condemned private life10 and (b) by obvious acts of censorship or spying (eavesdropping on phone conversations,
        opening mail, indoctrinating children) that effectively made private life public.
      


      
        Before the onset of Nazism and Communism, most people were socialised into traditional Christian or secular
        democratic systems, the values of which they fully internalised. Under normal conditions, they would have been
        well-adapted citizens, but with the inception of totalitarian societies, they were confronted with a powerful
        imperative to conform or perish. Especially during the Soviet Great Purge, there were plenty of informers and
        denunciators. It was not even necessarily safe to confide in one’s own family: Pavlik Morozov, who denounced
        his own father to the authorities and caused him to be sent to a gulag, became a Soviet national hero. A
        similar atmosphere of fear came to pervade the Soviet-occupied satellites. As a matter of survival, most people
        chose to comply (at least superficially) to avoid persecution.
      


      
        Figes (2008) describes this atmosphere with abundant testimonies: “Perhaps she led a double life, conforming to
        Soviet norms in her public life whilst continuing to feel the counter-pull of her family’s peasant-Christian
        values in her private life” (p. xxx); “We were brought up to keep our mouths shut. ‘You‘ll get into trouble for
        your tongue,’ that’s what people said to us children all the time. We went through life afraid to talk. Mama
        used to say that every other person was an informer. We were afraid of our neighbours, and especially of the
        police” (p. xxxi); “For the mass of the population there were always two realities: Party Truth and truth based
        on experience” (p. 273).
      


      
        Conformity. A lot of people, particularly those in the Soviet Union who grew up socialised into the
        totalitarian regime, were fully identified with the system and did not experience much of a conflict.
        Quite often, parents only complied with the regime to bring up their children without conflicts, to make life
        easier for their offspring or for fear that a naïve child would speak the truth in public and endanger the
        whole family. Astonishingly, many of the Communists who were tried, tortured and punished by their Party
        remained loyal to the Party until their deaths. Figes (2008) provides a particularly fitting collection of
        testimonies of that notion: “believing in the justice of Stalin … made it easier for us to accept our
        punishments” (p. xxxv); “it was easier for us [the repressed] to survive our punishments if we continued to
        believe in Stalin, to think that Stalin was deceived by enemies of the people, rather than to give up hope in
        him” (p. 275); “Perhaps it was a form of self-deception, but psychologically it made life much easier to bear,
        believing in the justice of Stalin. It took away our fear” (p. 275). Beck and Godin (1951, p. 86) state:
      


      
        Stalin’s jails were full of Bolsheviks, who continued to believe in the Party as the source of all justice.
        Some confessed to the charges against them just in order to preserve that faith… .
        To renounce it would have been beyond their powers. Great moral strength is required in certain circumstances
        to renounce one’s long-standing, deep-rooted convictions, even when these turn out to be untenable.
      


      
        Stalin became to many a god-like figure, and this deification impaired their judgment. They were willing to
        accept punishments as if they were delivered by an almighty, omniscient God, believing in a hidden purpose
        behind them. Psychology explains conformity to an oppressor by reference to a host of other rationalisation
        practices, such as cognitive dissonance theory, Stockholm syndrome, the “just world” theory and
        victim-blaming.11
      


      
        Shifts Between Coping Strategies


        
          As mentioned earlier, the categories described are not strict and mutually exclusive. To a certain degree,
          one could change survival strategy depending on the context and situation. The shift from brave resistance to
          superficial compliance is typical when people realise the hopelessness of their struggle. The Czechoslovaks
          made such a shift en masse in 1938 (after the Munich crisis) and then again in 1969 (after the 1968
          Soviet-led invasion). Figes (2008, p. 277) quotes a witness who remembers forcing herself even further – that
          is, from compliance to conformity:
        


        
          In reaction, I made myself become a conformist. That’s what happened, although I use the word “conformist”
          only now… . It was not a game but a strategy of survival. For example, my friend Alla and I did not like the
          cult of Stalin, but the idea that it might be wrong was simply inadmissible, even to ourselves. I was aware
          of the constant need to correct myself, to purge myself of doubts.
        


        
          Passivity and indifference result from an apolitical attitude. Apolitical people are either
          naïvely parochial (i.e., pre-political – not knowing what politics is and whom it serves) or
          post-political – well aware of but disenchanted by politics, they have actively withdrawn from it.
          Figes (2008, p. 276) again presents a testimony characteristic of such a state:
        


        
          A common way to deal with such troubling thoughts [the disappearance of colleagues, friends and neighbours
          whose guilt did not seem plausible – MKB] was not to think – to shun all politics and withdraw entirely into
          private life. Many people managed to live through the Great Terror oblivious to political events, even the
          political elite, who must have shut their eyes to the disappearances in their circle.
        


        
          In terms of the typology introduced in Table 23.3, conformity and compliance played major roles during
          the campaign against Horáková and others. The conformists easily fell prey to political hysteria and
          actively participated. It can be assumed that it was them who initiated the harsh penalties for the accused,
          often calling for blood or reporting on others. In the atmosphere of terror, those who merely complied
          were also drawn to action, even if as mere signatories to the resolutions. Had they stayed away from the
          protests, they would immediately have drawn undesired attention and been subjected to persecution by the
          Communists. Some resolutions sounded as though they skirted the official Party rhetoric, such as expressing a
          simple wish to live in peace. In any case, both the conformists and those who complied were seduced into
          becoming accomplices of a judicial murder. In this way, their character was mutilated, if not assassinated.
        


        
          Public dissidents were few. Among them was Dr Vlasta Kálalová, who had seen her husband and two children
          killed by the Nazis at the very end of the Second World War. Other requests for
          mercy were sent anonymously, as signing such a request caused cruel persecution to be visited on its author.
        

      
    

    
      Conclusions


      
        History has repeatedly shown that even established democracies succumb to populism and authoritarianism under
        unfavourable circumstances. The failure of Weimar Republic and, to some degree, the McCarthy era in the United
        States serve as teachable moments. Even the present era proves the vulnerability of democracy in the face of a
        mighty surge of demagogic populism worldwide. We are also witnessing the third wave of world democratisation
        being almost erased by an authoritarian, non-democratic counter-wave.
      


      
        When they faced Nazism in the 1930s, the Czechs were praised for being “civil, non-hysterical, adult realists
        unmovable toward nervous excesses” (Schlamm, 1938, p. 9). Yet a mere decade later, exhausted by the Munich
        agreement, the war and their betrayal by democrats (both Western and domestic), many Czechs lost their
        composure in the face of Communist terror. Should one make a “thick line” behind history (cf. Žáček 2000)?
      


      
        Sins have sometimes been perpetrated because moral courage and cognitive effort are requisite to part with past
        illusions. We are learning that motivated cognition and education may play a crucial role in what we
        want to admit about our nation and ourselves. Stalin is still widely popular – or at least perceived
        with ambivalence – in much of post-Soviet space (see footnote 12), while Germans have, for the most part,
        disavowed Hitler and Nazism.
      


      
        Perhaps it still makes sense to study what we earlier labelled post-communist or post-totalitarian syndrome
        (Klicperová, Feierabend and Hofstetter, 1997). We have described the show trial of Milada Horáková and the
        reactions it aroused in a substantial part of the public. To what degree have the Czechs come to terms with
        their history? Over half a century (that is, two generations) later, the STEM (2008) agency conducted an
        interesting survey (national sample of N = 1245) inquiring as to what political events the Czechs were most
        ashamed of. Forty-one per cent of respondents reported being most ashamed of the “political processes of the
        1950s,” with capitulation to the Nazis a distant second (17 per cent). Interestingly, the shame of the show
        trials was little influenced by age. However, education and political partisanship played a significant role:
        as many as half of university-educated respondents and half of Civic Democrats felt that the show trials were
        the most shaming event of their nation, a view shared by only twenty-eight per cent of Communist sympathizers.
      


      
        Political conformity or resistance are complex individual orientations, results of individual development and a
        host of environmental factors. Socialisation plays a crucial role, with stimuli from immediate groups, local,
        community and social-cultural settings; Hovell and Hughes’s (2009) Behavioral Ecological Model (BEM) summarises
        the factors involved.
      


      
        Finally, one might question to what degree show trials are associated solely with totalitarian or authoritarian
        regimes. How about the Scopes trial (The Monkey Trial), the Nuremberg trials or McCarthy-era trials (to take
        the most classic examples)? All were widely publicised and had a propagandistic goal; the issue is the degree
        to which the process was manipulated and the judgment predetermined. In a democratic system – in a state of
        independent and unobstructed law – the trial should deliver justice; in a totalitarian system, the trial is
        just a demonstrative power tool fully controlled by the authorities.
      


      
        The case of Milada Horáková, a democrat and humanist, was described in detail here, since it provides a model
        case when a moral person was smeared as the enemy of the people. At the same time, a substantial part of her
        nation was seduced, via an unprecedented psychological and media campaign, into becoming accomplices to the
        trial, on the side of the false prosecution.
      


      
        It is imperative to keep the memory of historical show trials alive. It is
        particularly important that nations and individuals come to terms with the dark aspects of their history in
        order to be truly freed from these negative elements.
      


      
        Show trials manifest the collapse of the rule of law of their regimes. They also illustrate complete contempt
        for public civility and decency, which are the cornerstones of democracy (Feierabend and Klicperová-Baker,
        2015).
      


      
        The history of show trials provides us with insights into a) the process of abuse of political power,
        along with imposing on the rights and freedoms of other people; and b) mind control and the loss of inner
        freedom that occurs when people subject themselves to a powerful authority, whether because they are
        brutally forced to do so as victims or subtly enticed to do so as bystanders.
      


      
        The preconditions for democracy are not just physical freedom, but also psychological freedom and the
        ability to defy seduction and psychological rationalisation. It is, therefore, the major task of educators and
        the media to encourage critical thinking and the historical conscience of citizens, so that individuals will be
        able to recognise and prevent cases of character assassination rather than becoming complicit in them.
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      Notes


      
        1. As pointed out by Ivan Havel (Klicperová-Baker, 2014).
      


      
        2. Figes (2008, p. 241) quotes a witness who pointed out that, “so many
        people disappeared in 1937–8, particularly in the Party and intelligentsia circles of the major capitals, that
        the arrests appeared random, as if anyone could be picked up by the Black Marias that roamed the streets at
        night.”
      


      
        3. The Czechoslovak National Socialist Party was genuinely democratic and the
        strongest opponent of the Communists. Although its name may resonate with the name of Nazi Germany’s National
        Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP), it was in no way a Nazi party.
      


      
        4. Luckily, the letters were not destroyed. Somebody at the Ministry of
        Justice kept them safely hidden and Horáková’s daughter finally received them after the Velvet Revolution in
        1990 (Baer, 2015, p. 127). The prosecutor, Ludmila Brozova Polednova, was found guilty of judicial murder in
        2008 and sentenced to six years’ imprisonment. She spent only a year and 9 months in prison before being
        released in March 2010 on an amnesty issued by President Vaclav Klaus. She died in April 2015 at the age of 93
        (Baer, 2015, p. 128).
      


      
        5. The article by Pavlína Formánková (2007) provides a cogent analysis while
        the encyclopedic publication by Pavlína Formánková and Petr Koura (2008), We Request a Death Penalty: The
        Propagandistic Campaign Accompanying the Trial of Milada Horáková and Others, details the circumstances of
        the trial and presents 150 documents. These records span from the preparatory stage (such as minutes from the
        meetings of Communist officials) to official reports during the trial (e.g., secret instructions from the
        General Secretariat of the Czechoslovak Communist Party and regional telexes reporting on reactions of citizens
        to the trial), and also include resolutions from factories and schools; articles from domestic and foreign
        press; personal letters; and telegrams.
      


      
        6. The atmosphere soon closely resembled that of the Moscow trials. Compare
        with the matching testimonials by Figes (2008): “We cried: ‘Death to the enemies of the people!’ The newspapers
        gave us the slogans. They filled our heads with the show trials” (p. 275); “It was impossible to doubt the
        existence of a dreadful conspiracy. Any doubts on that score were inconceivable – there was no alternative. I
        am talking of the spirit of those times: either they were guilty or it was impossible to understand” (p. 278);
        “People said to me that if he had been arrested, then he must be guilty of something. ‘There is no smoke
        without fire,’ everybody said” (p. 303).
      


      
        7. For instance, the Communists from Pardubice committed themselves to
        organizing 133 public addresses and 95 extraordinary factory meetings pertaining to the trial. Other Party
        units reported sending resolutions. Some workers had demonstratively gone to harvest sugar beets immediately
        after listening to the public address about the trial. Cooperative Farm Starý
        Rokytník demanded that all traitors be hanged so they “would not eat our bread,” while workers from Tepna
        enterprise threatened to go on strike if the sentence of any of the accused were reduced, etc.
      


      
        8. Cf. the case study of attempts to assassinate the character of Václav
        Havel (Klicperová-Baker, 2014).
      


      
        9. A similar split leads to the experience of double reality in some
        people: one real (experienced) and the other an idealization presented by Party ideology (compare with the
        “alternative facts” prevalent in American politics today).
      


      
        10. Figes (2008, p. 157), reporting on life in Russia under Stalin, points
        out the difference between private and personal life. The private life (chastnaia zhizn’) was
        ideologically rejected, as it was a closed and separate sphere beyond state control, while the personal
        life (lichnaia zhizn’), an individual or family realm that remained open to public scrutiny, was
        actively promoted.
      


      
        11. This conformity is still palpable today in post-Soviet attitudes to
        Stalin, despite the fact that his crimes have been freely revealed. The Russian pollster Levada Center (2015)
        reports that twenty-four per cent of respondents see Stalin as a great leader and teacher (twenty-seven per
        cent have trouble responding) and as many as forty-five per cent claim that the sacrifices made by the Soviet
        people under the Stalin rule were fully or to some degree justified by great Soviet accomplishments (an
        additional thirteen per cent declined to respond).
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      With the sudden surge in religious debate that followed on from Martin Luther’s posting of the Ninety-Five
      Theses in 1517, the German publishing industry was radically transformed within the space of a few years. It
      had been a technology lying in wait; sales had been slow, readerships narrow. But the emergence of the
      evangelical movement and its unremitting war of words created a synergetic relationship between the new ideas and
      the new technology, with both Protestantism and print benefiting from the association.
    


    
      No one better realised the importance of print, and no one made more effective use of it, than Martin Luther
      (1483–1546). From the very beginning, Luther understood the significance of the published page for the success of
      his movement. He brought printers to Wittenberg, watched over the production of his own works at every stage
      (editions, reprints, costs, quality, woodcuts), and wrote with great skill in a variety of formats in order to
      reach the broadest possible audience. As a consequence, Luther was able to attain a level of public recognition
      without equal or precedent in Germany. Only Erasmus, perhaps, matched his fame. And he used it to excellent
      effect. Luther was a very skilled author; he could write profoundly in a range of different genres, from Latin
      theses, commentaries, resolutions, and complex scholastic tracts to vernacular texts for a lay readership,
      including pastoral and devotional works, sermons, catechisms, and pamphlets. Books, for Luther, were the weapons
      of choice in his war against the Catholic Church; and indeed he did occasionally speak of them in martial terms,
      referring to his publications as “heralds” and “soldiers” while reflecting on his own status as one of the most
      combative authors of the age. As he once remarked: “I was born for this purpose, that I must take to the
      battlefield and fight with the rabble and the devil; that is why my books are so stormy and belligerent”
      (Flachmann, 1999, p. 307; Pettegree, 2015).
    


    
      Luther’s reference to his “stormy and belligerent” tone leads us to the other aspect of his genius: his use of
      language. More than any other author of the age, Luther invested the vernacular with the facility and the
      authority to hold its own against the Latin of the theologians. In this respect we can say that he ennobled the
      tongue. But Luther did not just raise up the vernacular; he also brought it down to earth, so low in fact that he
      was willing to use it to sling back the Devil’s own filth (Teuffels Dreck). This aspect of Luther’s use of
      language in print, his willingness to use words to disarm, discredit, and debase his opponents – in short, his
      skills at character assassination – soon emerged as yet another of the reformer’s talents as a writer, and
      eventually it became one of the movement’s markers as a whole. And there was much more to it than just the
      usual acrimony of academic discourse. From the very beginning of his career, Luther
      believed that the Devil was at work in the world, despoiling the Church and spreading lies. The only defence was
      to match him head-on by adopting a strategy of what Heiko Oberman termed “exposure-through-confrontation,” and
      this required stooping to his level, using his own base language against him, and confronting the Devil and all
      his followers by unmasking them with words (Oberman, 1994, pp. 51–68).
    


    
      It is important to keep Luther’s perspective in mind when discussing calumny, defamation, and character attacks
      in the early German Reformation. Behind every one of his antagonists, from the pope to the scholastic
      theologians, he saw the Devil at work, the inventor and the self-appointed master of the sin of slander. Thus in
      contrast to many modern instances of character assassination, where the point of the abuse was to bring about the
      ruin of a particular individual, Luther often looked beyond the immediate objects of his scorn to a greater evil
      behind the scenes. But Luther set out to discredit and damage the reputations of individuals as well, from the
      popes in office during his lifetime (Leo X, Clement VII, Paul III) to high-profile academics such as Johannes Eck
      or Erasmus of Rotterdam and regnant princes such as Duke Georg of Saxony. In doing this, as we will see, he made
      use of many methods that still characterise the modern arts of defamation. Paramount among them was his tendency
      to argue ad hominem, to point up the perceived weaknesses of an opponent instead of, or in addition to,
      engaging with their positions while appealing to public or godly norms. But he used other techniques as well,
      including blaming and shaming, ridicule and satire, and slander and defamation. He was joined in this by other
      evangelical reformers, and indeed to the point that the art of calumny became one of the defining features of
      early Reformation propaganda (Matheson, 1998, pp. 157–182). And ultimately it worked, ending in character
      assassination, with the victim being not just an individual but the entire late-medieval Roman Catholic Church.
    


    
      The War of Words: Luther and Eck in Leipzig


      
        Luther’s first antagonists were the scholastic theologians who wrote against him after the posting of the
        theses. From the beginning it was clear that Luther would not shy away from personal attacks. In response to
        Johann Tetzel (1468–1519), for instance, the Dominican monk whose indulgence peddling prompted the posting of
        the theses, Luther dismissed his learning, questioned his blind devotion to the papacy, and claimed Tetzel read
        the Bible like a sow in a feeding sack – that is, blindly and without discrimination. He also challenged Tetzel
        to a face-to-face confrontation in Wittenberg and brushed off Tetzel’s threat that he would have Luther burnt
        at the stake with the advice that the Dominican should concern himself “with wine and the fire from the roasted
        goose, with which he is better acquainted” (Brecht, 1981, p. 210). Even less respect was shown to Silvestro
        Mazzolini da Prierio (1546–1523), better known as Prierias, who was the first papal theologian to write against
        Luther. Having read Prierias’s Dialogue Concerning Papal Power against the Presumptuous Positions of Martin
        Luther (1518), Luther paid it the ultimate disregard by having it republished without commentary – the
        assumption being that its inanities (according to Luther) were clear for all to see. When he did respond to
        Prierias, he spoke down to him and questioned his learning, his integrity, and his motives.
      


      
        Luther was in a more difficult position when dealing with the criticisms of the Ingolstadt professor Johannes
        Eck (1486–1543), as he had valued his qualities as a scholar and the two men had been on good terms. Once Eck
        turned on him, however, Luther compared him to a prostitute who “vomits up exactly the kinds of curses and
        oaths that you have inflicted on me,” and he expressed his hope that Eck would keep his views private (Roper,
        2016, p. 110). In the end, however, Eck went public, and it led to the showcase conflict of the early
        Reformation, when the two men met for a debate in Leipzig. At this meeting – or more
        to the point after this meeting – Luther and his followers put all of their skills to work in their efforts to
        ruin Eck’s reputation.
      


      
        The Leipzig debate took place in June and July 1519 under the auspices of the regnant prince Duke Georg of
        Albertine Saxony. Eck had been drawn into the debate by Luther’s Wittenberg colleague Andreas Karlstadt
        (1486–1541), but for Eck the main target was Luther, whom he had already engaged in print. Leipzig was to be a
        learned exchange in the manner of a traditional academic disputation. Both Eck and Luther, almost exact
        contemporaries, were university professors, having worked their way up in the world of learning from modest
        beginnings to chairs at the universities of Ingolstadt and Wittenberg respectively, and both were masters of
        the conventions of learned exchange. Both would have thus recognised the importance of the debate. Held in
        Latin, presided over by sworn members of the corporation, conducted orally and, importantly, with theses
        defended and attacked by respondents and opponents who were allotted the roles without having any personal
        stakes, disputations were an opportunity for scholars to speak, as it were, with both impunity and immunity. A
        successful disputation could make or break a career. Cardinal Cajetan, for instance, who played a decisive role
        in the Luther Affair, had been fast-tracked in the Church after he had beaten the universally admired Giovanni
        Battista Pico della Mirandola in disputation in his youth (Dulles, 1941, pp. 34–35; Wicks, 1983, pp. 13–14).
      


      
        The Leipzig debate lasted from 27 June to 15 July 1519, and ultimately it was Eck, one of the Empire’s finest
        and most ambitious disputants, who got the better of the exchange. Eck cornered Luther by exposing the
        implications of his theses, namely that they not only challenged the doctrine of indulgences but the very
        authority of the papacy. Eck claimed that Luther questioned the primacy of the pope and supported many of the
        teachings of the Bohemian heretic Jan Hus. By associating Luther with Hus, as all parties realised, Eck had
        issued a deadly serious theological charge, more than enough to raise doubts about Luther’s theology. But Eck
        did not stop there. Having already emasculated Karlstadt at the debate by accusing him of reading answers from
        books and relying on prepared statements like a boy (puerorum more) instead of doing battle like a man,
        he took a different tack with Luther and made light of his learning by speaking to the gallery in ironic tones
        of Luther’s “humility and modesty” as he single-handedly opposed the greatest Fathers, pontiffs, councils,
        doctors, and scholars of the Church. Surprised by the sheer depth of Luther’s knowledge, Eck dismissed it by
        ridiculing it: “ ‘I beg your lordships to excuse me,’ he declared, ‘if I do not present the fruits of equally
        accurate research: I came here to discuss a question, not to make a book’ ” (Aubigné, 1855, p. 438). In this
        exchange, as in all of his exchanges with the Wittenberg theologians, Eck’s attempts at character assassination
        were entirely scholastic: they were all about the specific type of manliness cultivated by the universities
        that framed disputes as battles and memory and an acute wit as weapons – traits to which, Eck suggested,
        neither Luther nor Karlstadt measured up (Brecht, 1981, pp. 309–321; Eck, NY, ep. 87).
      


      
        Luther held his own in Leipzig, but his most effective response came after the debate. Since all participants
        were subject to a contractually agreed silence, neither camp could claim victory until a formal judgement had
        been rendered. While waiting, however, both sides did use other forms of media to take the debate to the public
        realm. In this war of words, Luther and his supporters clearly came out on top. Not long after he returned to
        Wittenberg, Luther heard that in Rome Eck was being celebrated as the winner of the debate (Bernstein, 2014, p.
        199). These rumours had spread north, prompting Luther’s supporters to publicise their own versions of the
        event. Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560), Wittenberg’s new professor of Greek, was the first to publish a short
        description, portraying Eck as the aggressor bent on money and fame and Luther as the humble champion of the
        Word of God. The humanists were quick to follow suit, though they were less
        concerned with defending Luther than lampooning Eck. Of all the works that appeared, without question the most
        accomplished was Eckius dedolatus (1520) (Eck Cut down to Size), a satire attributed to the
        Nuremberg patrician Willibald Pirckheimer. A masterpiece of character assassination written in the form of a
        play, Eckius dedolatus was an indicative of the humanist contempt for scholasticism. Later Reformation
        polemicists would borrow many of its techniques.
      


      
        Unwittingly, Eck himself had provided the subject matter for the satire. In a private letter to Georg Hauer and
        Franz Burkhart, two professorial colleagues at Ingolstadt, Eck wrote a long report on the events in Leipzig. In
        passing he mentioned the beauty of the women, casting them as Veneres, little Venuses, in the
        pretentious manner of the humanists, while also recording his contempt for the local beer. These scattered
        remarks were turned into slanderous assaults by his adversaries, to whom the letter had been leaked, and
        subsequently provided the material for the lampoons (Eck, NY, ep. 87). Eckius dedolatus portrayed Eck,
        renowned theologian and defender of the faith, as an ungodly philanderer given to the baths, the taverns, and
        the sweet life rather than to serious study and godly pursuits. The title itself was a pun on his name,
        suggesting that Eck (literally “corner” or “edge” in German) had been dulled or rounded (“ent-eckt”,
        dedolatus). The piece begins by depicting him as sick from the sheer amount of Saxon beer he had
        consumed satisfying the thirst he had worked up debating with Luther and Karlstadt. In order to find the cure
        for his ailments, he is then subject to a drastic round of treatments, and these in turn reveal just how sick
        he really is. Having been scalped, for instance, his bare skull crawls with sophisms, syllogisms, and
        propositions. When skinned and then re-skinned, he defecates the coins with which the Fuggers, Germany’s
        premier mercantile banking family, had supposedly bought his services. All of Eck’s qualities as a scholar in
        the service of the Church are thus parodied and compromised: his morality, his integrity, his motives, his
        intelligence, and even his scholastic methods. Indeed, in many ways the treatment he suffers echoes that of a
        medieval deposition, the initiatory rite that was staged to turn “beastly” freshmen, the so-called
        beani, into students. No doubt being likened to a university novice would have been almost as shameful
        for Eck as the accusations of physical and moral excess (Schubert, 2011, pp. 421–423; Karras, 2003, pp.
        67–108).
      


      
        Eckius dedolatus comes from the humanist tradition of satire, but in its relentless attacks on the
        integrity and the morality of its target, and above all in its tendency to debase, dishonour, and humiliate
        using coarse and rather shocking imagery, it belongs to Reformation history. After Leipzig, once the conflict
        between Wittenberg and Rome had become a public issue, character assassinations of this kind became part of the
        evangelical repertoire. Indeed, Luther and his followers transformed the genre, particularly in the added use
        of complex imagery. A case in point is a broadsheet published in 1530 titled The Triumphal Arch of Johannes
        Eck
      


      
        Designed by Peter Flötner of Lutheran Nuremberg, the arch insinuates that Eck had a triumphal arch erected at
        St Maurice’s church in Ingolstadt, and counters Eck’s alleged design with a satirical inversion. Both arches,
        each consisting of three pillars faced with a Latin inscription and crowned by a title-bearing tympanum, are
        placed next to each other: the one on the left being Eck’s alleged arch, the one on the right being the parody.
        Thus Eck’s self-chosen patron saints, the three Johns – the Baptist, the Evangelist, and the Church father
        Chrysostomus, the great orator – are replaced by Balnea, represented by a servant girl working in the baths, a
        vomiting Bacchus, and Venus, a fiery arrow in her hand. The empty shield on top of the original arch, marked by
        a cardinal’s hat and obviously prepared to include Eck’s coat of arms (possibly in expectation of his elevation
        to a cardinalate), is replaced by a fool’s cap on the right. Closer inspection reveals a winged piece of
        excrement flying above, much in the style of the Holy Spirit, framed by further pieces, still steaming, on top
        of the tympanum’s ornaments. The original inscription states that Eck had the monument made in celebration of
        his victory over Luther at Leipzig. The new version, in contrast, contains a chain of learned Latin puns.
        Instead of master of theology, Eck is addressed as a master of sophistry; instead of doctor of canon law, he is
        the anguish (dolor) of the law; and so on (Dienst, 2002, pp. 265–273; Scribner, 1994, pp. 65–67). Eck
        never really had an answer to these type of attacks. He may have triumphed in Leipzig, but ultimately he was
        brought low by the evangelical campaign of defamation, and indeed to this day it is a commonplace for
        historians to depict him as a vainglorious, hard-nosed man given to wine and women.
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          Figure 24.1 The Triumphal Arch of Johannes Eck
        


        
          Source: Arcus triumphalis Iohannis Eckij dedolati ad exemplum eius quem Ingolstadtij in ede divi
          Mauritij, Anno M.D.XIX. posuit. Woodcut, Schloßmuseum Gotha, Inv.-Nr. 37,12a,b. 31.4 x 39.6 cm
        

      

    

    
      Unmasking the Antichrist


      
        By far the most profound charge Luther levelled against the Catholic Church was his claim that Rome was the
        seat of the Antichrist. In doing this, Luther drew from a long medieval tradition, but he also developed his
        own brand of antichristology with a unique power to stigmatise. Luther’s new theory had two main consequences
        for the perception of the papacy in Germany, both of which fatally undermined the status of Catholicism in
        Lutheran lands. First, by going beyond the corpus of medieval speculation and relying purely on the proof-texts
        of Scripture, Luther set out to provide irrefutable evidence against Rome. Given the authority of the Word of
        God in the discourse of the early Reformation, any argument that could build its case by working through the
        books of the Bible would come across as compelling, particularly as Luther also used
        his skills of exegesis to relate the messages of the Gospel to the signs of the times. Thus when he sifted
        through the prophetic warnings of how the End Time would be heralded by luxury, immorality, and a loss of
        faith, it was not difficult for his readers to find parallels in the Church of their day. Similarly, by
        identifying the principles of evangelical teaching by locating the appropriate passages in the Bible, Luther
        could use the time-honoured method of contraposition to prove his point. If the teaching of Christ emphasises
        poverty, moral purity, and brotherly love, it followed that the wealth, corruption, and self-aggrandisement of
        Rome must be the teaching of the Antichrist. Truth was revealed in the Bible through the juxtaposition of
        extremes (Richardsen-Friedrich, 2003, pp. 78–133).
      


      
        The second consequence of Luther’s antichristology relates to the broader community of evangelical Germans.
        Unlike many medieval theories of the Antichrist, Luther did not associate it with a particular individual such
        as a pope or a prince but rather with an institution, the papacy in Rome. This had the effect of painting all
        of the Catholic clergy with the same brush, thereby investing the sentiment of anticlericalism with the added
        odour of eschatology, for it meant that all the pieces were in place for the great battle of the End Time. In
        addition to this, Luther made it quite clear that the main victims of the Antichrist’s reign were the Germans.
        In his view the prophecy of Daniel, which associated the Antichrist with the fourth monarchy (Roman Empire) had
        been fulfilled, leaving Luther to conclude that the present Empire was a mere counterfeit of the original, a
        deception invented by the papacy and entrusted to the Germans. “For the Emperor is not the Emperor at all,” he
        wrote, “but rather the Pope, to whom the Emperor is as submissive as a slave” (Seifert, 1990, p. 9). With this
        Luther drew on the power of the emerging discourse of German nationalism, proposing that the Italian pope was
        not just an enemy of Christ but an enemy of the people. This rounded out the full destructive power of the
        Antichrist motif, for now the pope was not only a threat to salvation but a danger to the welfare of the land.
        The two main pillars of early modern society had been turned against the papacy in order to defame it: faith
        and nation (compare Löhdefink, 2016).
      


      
        Two early forms of Reformation propaganda will give a sense of how Luther used the new forms of media to spread
        his antipapal message. The first, “the most successful work of visual propaganda produced by the Reformation,”
        was Lucas Cranach’s Passional Christi und Antichristi (1521), conceived in cooperation with Melanchthon
        and approved by Luther (Scribner, 1994, p. 149). In a chain of twenty-six woodcuts presented as thirteen
        antithetical diptychs, Cranach combined images with Melanchthon’s commentary to illustrate Luther’s theory of
        the Antichrist. It was essentially a visualisation of Luther’s contrapositioning of the true faith of Christ
        (his teaching) versus the false faith of the Antichrist (the papacy). Intended for an illiterate audience, it
        used fairly basic and well-known iconographic schemes to get the point across: thus in one pairing Christ is
        crowned with thorns, the pope with a tiara, symbol of his wealth and power; in another, Christ washes the feet
        of his disciples while kings and princes kiss the feet of the pope; in another, Christ rides into Jerusalem on
        an ass while the pope sits on a war-horse flanked by soldiers; and so on. It was a sequence of cosmic extremes
        and moral contrasts (probity versus depravity, compassion versus cruelty, poverty versus wealth), and it
        invited the viewer to draw the obvious conclusions: namely, that the papacy was contrary to, or the inversion
        of, Christ’s word in Scripture (Scribner, 1994, pp. 149–155; Dykema, 2014, pp. 153–163).
      


      
        The second example is the so-called Papal Ass (1523), published as a pamphlet together with Luther’s
        interpretation of a monstrous monk-calf. In this instance the image was not a Wittenberg creation: it had first
        surfaced in Italy and had since been recycled by the Hussites. Published with commentary in Melanchthon’s name,
        it was nevertheless shaped by Luther’s direct involvement and was deeply indebted to his theory of the
        Antichrist. Each part of this misshapen monstrum, which had been washed up on the shores of the Tiber in
        1496, was proof of God’s ire and the fact that the papacy would soon fall from its throne. The whole being
        stood for the papacy, the ass’s head representing the papal usurpation of the body of the Church. The right
        hand, an elephant’s foot, invoked the spiritual power of the papacy and its ability to stomp on Christian
        consciences; the human hand on the left represented its all-too human desire for worldly rule. It has the foot
        of an ox, which stands in for the agents of the Antichrist (priests, monks, scholastic theologians) who oppress
        the faithful, and the claw of a griffin, symbolising the grasping repression of the canonists. Its female
        mid-section, from the breasts to the swollen belly, are indicative of the whorish nature of the clergy, while
        the scales clinging to the body betoken the complicity of the secular princes, damned by such close
        association. The two dorsal heads round out the interpretation: the old man portends the coming end of the
        papacy, the dragon’s head its death throes, as it spits out the final flames of excommunication. As Luther
        wrote next to a 1545 reprint of the image: “What God himself holds of the papacy is shown by this terrible
        picture. Everyone should therefore shudder as he takes it to heart” (Scribner, 1994, p. 132; Schmidt, 1977, pp.
        208–238).
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          Figure 24.2 Papal Ass (1523)
        


        
          Source: Von dem PapstEsel zu Rom vnd Münchkalbs zu Freyburg in Meyssen funden/ ain deüttung der zwu
          grewlichen figurn Philippus Melanchthon Doct. Martinus Luther. [Augsburg:] [Nadler] 1523. Electronic ed.
          Worms: Stadtbibliothek 2011. (dilibri Rheinland-Pfalz, Licence: CC BY-SA 2.0 DE)
        

      

    

    
      Modes of Character Assassination


      
        Luther’s Antichrist discourse was theological, based on principles of evangelical thought such as justification
        though faith (sola fide) and the primacy of Scripture (sola Scriptura). Its main argument was
        that the religion of Rome was the inversion of the religion of Christ and thus a clear threat to Christian salvation. In the age of Reformation, no act of defamation could be more
        serious than that. But Luther and his followers used other methods as well to discredit their opponents and
        make them disreputable in the eyes of the German public. The favoured methods included blaming and shaming,
        ridicule and satire, and slander and defamation.
      


      
        One of the reasons why Luther was so quickly embraced by the German public was due to his exploitation of the
        climate of anticlericalism. This was a residue of the medieval period, a deep-rooted discontent that cut
        through the social spectrum. From humanists to city secretaries, monks to bell founders, people responded to
        the message because it blamed and shamed the clergy for the problems in the Church. As the historian
        Hans-Jürgen Goertz noted, the sentiment of anticlericalism worked as a type of ideology, uniting social
        experience and facilitating agency (Goertz, 1995). Luther realised this and often drew from the deep well of
        popular anticlericalism. It was a particularly effective strategy because it gave the sense that he was simply
        confirming what everyone already knew. Most people would have nodded knowingly at the allusions to the lechery
        of the monks, the ignorance of the priests, the vainglory of the bishops, or the avarice of the popes.
      


      
        Luther’s supporters followed his lead in this, particularly itinerant preachers and ex-monks who had a personal
        stake in the conflict. The Swabian clergyman Johann Eberlin von Günzburg (1470–1533), for instance, one-time
        Franciscan and humanist devout, began to write in support of Luther as soon as he left his order. Though his
        initial works embraced a fairly mild-mannered spirit of reform, within a few years he embraced Luther’s fiery
        brand of anticlericalism and began to name and shame. He termed the Catholic Church the “synagogue of Satan”
        and repeated Luther’s assertion that the pope was the Antichrist. Then he turned on his former brothers.
        Convinced now that the monastic life was a perversion of true Christianity, he advised his readers that
        “nowhere are there more of God’s curses than there… . because one openly teaches and acts against God, and
        blasphemes all of God’s truth and that of his confessors” (Dipple, 1996, p. 125).
      


      
        The very fact that anticlericalism was such a common sentiment made it one of the Reformation’s most effective
        tools of defamation. It provided a means of expression, a vehicle for ideas, and it helped to channel the sense
        of grievance. It also helped to “prove” the clergy’s guilt, for, as one pamphlet put it, “if the teaching of
        Martin Luther had not threatened their [the clergy’s] power, honour, their food stores, cellars and kitchens,
        they would not be so opposed to him” (Matheson, 1998, p. 95). But more than this, once Luther’s followers
        became aware of the basic theological principles at the heart of the movement, it enabled them to invest
        age-old anticlerical tropes with the urgency and immediacy of God’s Word. By emphasising the doctrine of
        Scripture alone (sola Scriptura), for instance, the pamphleteer Heinrich von Kettenbach contrasted the
        “human fables, papal bulls, spiritless laws, and Imperial mandates” peddled by the Roman Church with the “clear
        and pure” Word of God which informed the evangelical faith. Luther’s message had exposed the errors of
        Catholicism, and Kettenbach shamed his reading public for having fallen for the ruse: “If the clergy in their
        seductive way were to tell the laity that the devil or an ass is God, they would believe that too” (Ozment,
        1993, p. 49). This same principle sustained an attack against the Abbot of Pegau written by the Eisenberg tax
        collector’s wife Ursula Weyda, a lay woman with a basic education in a vernacular school. Despite her lack of
        theological learning, Ursula’s new-found motto of sola Scriptura inspired her to conclude that the abbot
        knew “as much about scriptures as a sow about harvesting a field of beets! … less about scripture than a cow
        about dancing!” Empowered by evangelical appeals to scripture, she inferred that the pope and his councils were
        no longer the arbiters of true religion. “The Word of God alone is important,” she insisted, “but monks and
        priests know nothing of this. They use lies, which the false and devilish papal church tells them” (Russell,
        1986, p. 202).
      


      
        Harvesting sows and dancing cows are reminders of another method used by Luther and
        his followers to discredit the Catholic Church: satire and ridicule. As with anticlericalism, irreverent forms
        of anti-Church humour in their composite parts (ridicule, scepticism, distortion) were very much in evidence
        when the Reformation first emerged. At the high-end of the cultural spectrum, humanists such as Sebastian Brant
        and Erasmus of Rotterdam made it their business to criticise and debase the Church and its clergy using
        well-known figurations such as the ship of fools or worldly wise donkeys and apes. Luther gave a nod in this
        direction when he opened his Appeal to the Christian Nobility (1520) by taking on the role of a court
        fool, and in his early exchanges with his Catholic opponents he often demonstrated his ability to use similar
        types of humour to inflict deep and damaging wounds. In his exchange with the Leipzig theologian Hieronymus
        Emser (1478–1527), for instance, Luther left no doubts about his views of Emser’s interpretation of serious
        matters such as salvation and the priesthood. Luther wrote in the manner of a theologian, cited Scripture, and
        refuted Emser’s arguments using the logic of the Schools. But he also tried to ridicule and belittle Emser’s
        standing as a scholar, addressing him as “my dear Goat,” or “my dear liar” while accusing him of being a
        “drunken maniac” with the brain and heart of an ass, who dishonoured Scripture and disgraced himself. Luther
        suggested that exegesis was too high an art for Emser and advised him to remain a rhymester and stick with his
        doggerel. Still worse came with Luther’s Answer to the Hyperchristian, Hyperspiritual, and Hyperlearned Book
        by Goat Emser in Leipzig (1521), when, in the arch-tones of a humanist bully, Luther ridiculed and
        condemned Emser’s distinction between the Spirit and the letter:
      


      
        
          Those who have called the letter a veiled and hidden word, as Augustine did for a while, have committed a
          more reasonable error. For example, if I said, “Emser is a crude ass,” and a simple man following the words
          understood Emser to be a real ass with long ears and four feet, he would be deceived by the letter, since
          through such veiled words I wanted to indicate that he [Emser] had a crude and unreasonable mind. One teaches
          such flowery words to boys in school, calling them schemata in Greek and figurae in Latin.
        


        
          (Luther, 1970, pp 179–180)
        

      


      
        But Reformation satire was more than just the recycling of humanist reproach. The main innovation in
        evangelical discourse, and one that separated it from the ironic invective of the humanists, was the
        exploitation of popular forms of satire and ridicule. Early evangelical propaganda, particularly illustrated
        pamphlets, were saturated in the spirit of a vernacular irreverence, drawing on its content and using its
        forms. Monks, priests, bishops, and cardinals were reduced to folk caricatures: they appeared as
        swollen-bellied gluttons, pock-nosed drunkards, sexual predators, grifters, and parasites. Humbling the
        elevated claims of the Church and its clergy, woodcuts depicted peasants rounding up bishops, cardinals, and
        popes in hunting nets like wild fowl in the forests and women chasing after monks with pitch forks and grain
        threshers. Numerous illustrations exploited the grotesque realism common to popular forms of humour and
        included scenes that played on the so-called “material bodily principle,” the idea being that the act of
        defecation reduces all men to the same level. For this reason, many of the early illustrations of the movement
        have their fair share of excrement (Scribner, 1994, pp. 59–94).
      


      
        On a similar note, evangelical propagandists also often attributed animal characteristics to humans to reveal
        their characters and make them less than human: so the pope became a fox, a monk a donkey, and so on. This was
        a common language of moral equivalency by way of anthropomorphism, one that reached back to ancient
        mentalities. Luther recognised this, and he greatly valued the fables of Aesop (editing his own edition) and
        often made use of animal allegories in his works. Indeed, in many ways he had the
        mind of a fabulist in the tradition of Aesop: he thought that the simple stories of animals could related very
        serious truths. As one scholar has remarked: “there was no other single body of traditional fictional
        narratives with moral points that had such a profound influence on Luther and his own literary works as Aesop’s
        fables” (Springer, 2011, p. 180).
      


      
        Animal caricatures could be used in other ways as well. As Luther and other evangelical propagandists realised,
        anthropomorphism could do more than just ridicule; it could also defame. In making this association, they were
        invoking a medieval tradition of slander and defamation common to the Italian city-states, where personal
        reputations were attacked in libels and pasquinades (famosus libellus) or offending images posted in the
        squares. Enemies were depicted in compromising scenes (naked, for instance, or hanging upside down from the
        gallows) or likened to sinister animals or unnatural beasts (Schmidt, 1985). Luther and his followers did the
        same in their feuds with Catholic antagonists. Clergy were frequently depicted as apes, donkeys, and wolves,
        the popes as devils or the Whore of Babylon. Luther’s Catholic opponents were reduced to animal types: Johannes
        Eck was portrayed with the head of a pig, rooting in the trough of papal favours; Johannes Cochlaeus was a
        “poor snail” (from the Latin cochlea); Augustine von Alveldt was depicted with donkey’s ears. Each
        antagonist was made less than human or beastialised: Thomas Murner became a cat, Jakob Lemp a unicorn or a dog,
        Jakob Hochstratten a crowned rat (Beyer, 1994, pp. 55–68). As the historian Robert Scribner observed, this
        anthropomorphism worked at different cultural levels: for some viewers, these images would have reminded them
        of carnival masks, invoking inversion, ridicule, and debasement; others may have seen the head of a cat, a pig,
        or a goat and thought of the sinister connotations associated with these animals, from witchcraft to the
        demonic (Scribner, 1994, p. 57).
      


      
        The popes were treated in the same manner. Not long after outing the papacy as the Antichrist, Luther started
        to slander the popes. The ultimate act of disrespect was the burning of Pope Leo X’s bull of excommunication in
        December 1520, which took place on a carrion pit just outside Elster gate in Wittenberg. With this, Luther
        consigned papal opinion to the flames, in essence treating the pope as a heretic and the bull as garbage. But
        Luther’s published language was just as slanderous, culminating in his work Against the Roman Papacy, an
        Institution of the Devil (1545) when he addressed the popes as “desperate, thorough arch-rascals,
        murderers, traitors, liars, the very scum of all the most evil men on earth – as is said in Rome itself. They
        embellish themselves with the names of Christ, St. Peter, and the church, even though they are full of all the
        worst devils in hell – full, full, and so full that they can do nothing but vomit, throw, and blow out devils!”
        (Luther, 1966, p. 277). He even had a hand in the production of some libellous images reminiscent of the
        letters of insult (Scheltbriefe) favoured by the nobility. One such image depicted Pope Paul III hanging
        from the gallows beside two cardinals (1545), their tongues nailed to the crossbeam as a sign of their
        falsehoods, another an inversion of the papal keys (rendered into jemmies, “thieves keys”), with the papal
        tiara upside down and a German soldier sitting atop in the act of defecation (Scribner, 1994, pp. 79–82).
      


      
        Perhaps the most infamous of all in this vein was the satire on the papal coat of arms (1538), a broadsheet
        image in the style of a libellous placard (Schandbild) which depicts the pope hanging by the neck from
        the shattered papal keys flanked by Judas. A hand grabs for sacks of money at the centre of the coat of arms,
        alluding to the papacy’s immoral quest for riches. Luther was shown the image soon after its publication and
        had this to say:
      


      
        
          That will hurt the pope who is kissed humbly by the Emperor and Kings and is now to be hanged from his keys.
          It will make the papists really smart, because their conscience is uneasy and the thing speaks for itself.
          Therefore the money bag is appropriately decorated with the bishop’s mitre and the
          cardinal’s hat, for the avarice of the Pope was so incomprehensible and vast that he not only seized for
          himself the annates and pallium fees of every region, but also sold sacraments, brotherhood, the blood of
          Christ, marriage. And therefore the bag is full of loot and he is answered according to his merits… . He
          banned me and burned me and put me in the Devil’s backside. And so I will hang him from his own keys.
        


        
          (quoted in Andersson, 1998, p. 167)
        

      

    

    
      Confessional Polemics


      
        The polemical works of the early Reformation movement did not fall on deaf ears. Catholicism answered in kind.
        Admittedly, the Catholics did not equal the evangelicals in quality or quantity: the Protestants were much
        better at the art of defamation, and not least because they had learned how to insult so well in the
        vernacular. But some Catholic controversialists gave as good as they got. In addition to the attack on Luther’s
        presumed theological errors, for instance, the early controversialists denounced him for his ignorance, his
        cunning, his hypocrisy, his anti-authoritarianism, and his contempt for the German nation – for did he not side
        with a Bohemian heretic ( Jan Hus) and encourage resistance to the Emperor? They also circulated their fair
        share of ad hominem attacks, accusing him of being a drunkard, a pervert, sick in mind and body. And
        what was worse, he was infecting the entire social order, completely inverting Christian morality. As Simon
        Blich, the Abbot of Pegau, put it (perhaps with his own antagonist Ursula Weyda in mind):
      


      
        
          In short, a runaway monk has turned everything upside down… . Pious virgin nuns have become whores, devout
          monks wicked carnal unchaste men, and good Christians evil heretical dogs… . The people’s deep devotion has
          been destroyed; instead of good works there are works of base carnality; for freedom of the Spirit, the
          freedom of the flesh; … for the love of God, hatred of neighbour; for moderation, eating and drinking and
          feasting.
        


        
          (quoted in Bagchi, 1991, p. 170)
        

      


      
        Like the evangelical propagandists, Catholic authors did not hesitate to draw the ultimate conclusion based on
        these proofs: Luther was in thrall to the Devil, if not a demon himself. Johannes Cochlaeus made this claim in
        his Luther biography, providing substantiated accounts of Luther’s commerce with the Devil while in the
        monastery. This story had a long life in Catholic polemics. It was explicit as early as a broadsheet titled
        Luther’s Game of Heresy (1520/21), which depicts the reformer churning a pot giving up vapours of vice
        and heresy with demons whispering in his ear and a diabolical raven perched on his shoulder (Scribner, 1994,
        pp. 229–232). On his death, both the demons and the ravens would return, as Catholic accounts of his burial
        procession included tales of a demonic escort and an empty coffin full of sulphur fumes.
      


      
        But not all anti-Lutheran defamation ended with a discussion of the Devil. Some Catholic authors had the same
        deft touch at satire and ridicule as the evangelicals, the stand-out figure being Thomas Murner (1475–1537),
        whose Great Lutheran Fool (1522) was a clever mix of the popular and the theological. Its root language
        was the culture of carnival, and its woodcut images were crowded with the costumed fools of a typical carnival
        procession (all representing, in this instance, the followers of Luther, the one Great Fool); but it was able
        to relate some serious theological concerns as well, not the least of which was the perceived threat of the
        evangelical message to order and morality ( Jarosch, 2006, pp. 259–264). Over the course of the century
        the Catholic polemicists came to match the Protestants in their use of satire,
        ridicule, slander, and blame, and they became just as direct in their language. In terms of pitch, tone, and
        propriety, for instance, little separates Luther’s words in his work Against the Roman Papacy, an
        Institution of the Devil (1545), wherein he terms the pope a “shameless, barefaced liar, devil’s
        mouthpiece, who dares to spit out, before God, before all the angels, before the dear sun, before all the world
        … your devil’s filth” from this passage written by the Jesuit theologian Conrad Vetter in his work Sauber
        Praesent und Verehrung (1602), wherein, writing in response to the claim that Luther was the prophet of
        God, he asked his readers to imagine “that God would allow the Holy Spirit to take refuge in such a foul pool
        and stinking manure pit, much less settle there or reside. And this is not even to mention that the Spirit
        should have spoken through this malodorous Pilate and vile-smelling pig’s snout” (Luther, 1966, p. 349; Vetter,
        1602, fols. biiiv-bivr).
      


      
        But it was not just Catholic writers who made use of Lutheran invective. Within the Reformation movement itself
        individuals started to surface who disagreed with the ideas of Luther and the other Wittenberg theologians and
        wrote against them in print. Separated by points of doctrine as well as broad notions about the pace and extent
        of reform, these so-called “radical” evangelicals quickly emerged as opponents of the mainstream reformers.
        Luther had already set the tone by lumping all of these opponents together as sacramentarians and (more
        famously) Schwärmer, a term that meant something along the line of “enthusiasts” but referred more
        specifically to medical theories relating to “fluttering thoughts” that swarmed and stung the mind (in short,
        madness) as well as divination, or more precisely the ancient opinion that the activity of bees, as John Calvin
        put it, “had some portion of the divine spirit and [had] drawn some virtue from the sky” (Gantet, 2007, pp.
        78–79). The radicals answered these insults in kind, accusing the mainstream reformers of being the enemies of
        Christ and the toadies of the princes, and eventually both sides started using language reminiscent of Luther’s
        quarrel with the pope.
      


      
        Indeed, in terms of bluntness and vitriol, Luther met his match in the Saxon radical Thomas Müntzer
        (1489–1525), a one-time Wittenberg acolyte whose trust in the Spirit and impatience at the slow pace of reform
        prompted him to break with the movement. Condemned by Luther for his beliefs and termed a “Devil” and a danger
        to the social order, Müntzer reacted by turning on the reformer and answered in kind. In his work A Highly
        Provoked Defense and Answer to the Spiritless, Soft-Living Flesh at Wittenberg [Luther], who has most
        lamentably befouled pitiable Christianity in a perverted way with his Theft of Holy Scripture (1524),
        Müntzer accused Luther of being a tyrant, “an arrogant fool”, a “cunning spiritual thief” and a “flattering
        rogue” who was distorting Christ’s message in a “most deceptive way” to serve his own ends. He was a “malicious
        black raven” with a false message for the faithful, just as his lackeys in Wittenberg were “like apes who want
        to imitate a cobbler making shoes and only ruin the leather” (Bräuer, 2000, pp. 133–155; Baylor, 1991, pp.
        74–94). All the elements of Luther’s style of defamation were evident in Müntzer’s prose, including the
        juxtapositioning of extremes (in this instance Luther versus Christ), the slander and defamation of character,
        and the use of ridicule and satire in the form of animal allegories and the unvarnished aphorisms of popular
        culture. In the end Müntzer lost his battle with Luther: he was effectively excommunicated by the evangelicals
        and ended his life on the scaffold. But his language lived on.
      


      
        By mid-century, the language of calumny and defamation had worked its way into the marrow of confessional
        discourse. Few later Protestants matched Luther’s raw, earthy style, but this did not dissuade the following
        generations and it became common to degrade and depreciate opponents using the techniques of the early
        Reformation. Indeed, once the age of orthodoxy set in it became a quasi rite of passage for any aspiring
        theologian to ridicule Catholics in print. In part this was due to the new realities created by the media
        revolution. Lutheran theologians of the second and third generation had to be fluent
        in the modes and methods of character assassination, simply because there were so many types of media being
        used to malign religious opponents. Sermons and books remained the most effective ways to reach a mass
        audience, but they were now joined by other forms, from songs and images to stage plays and material objects.
        This created a new dynamics of communication, a reconfiguration of how the oral, visual, textual, and material
        could interact, and all of it was put in the service of confessional polemics (Sandl, 2011, pp. 127–175;
        Heintzel, 1998).
      


      
        Throughout the sixteenth century, Lutherans, Catholics, and eventually Calvinists traded barbs with each other
        in their efforts to proclaim the truth of their faith and sway opinion. At no time in history had there been so
        much controversy in the public realm, and its impact was clear to see. Historians who have studied the effects
        of Reformation polemics in closed settings have noted how it created political fissures, social tensions, and
        the fragmentation of identities (Creasman, 2012). And on the broader historical stage, it contributed to over a
        century of confessional warfare. Localised conflicts raged throughout the late-sixteenth century and into the
        early seventeenth until the outbreak of the Thirty Years War merged all differences into one massive war.
      


      
        Despite the ultimate effects of confessional polemics, however, we should not forget their modest origins. They
        were rooted in the techniques of calumny and character assassination developed by Luther and his followers in
        the early Reformation, and their strength was derived from the evangelical ability to feed on medieval
        grievances and exploit popular forms of insult and defamation. Had Luther remained purely in the realm of
        theological discourse, it is unlikely his movement would have mobilised so many people; and it is unlikely as
        well that the Reformation would have had its historical effects. In the words of Robert Scribner, one of the
        most inventive historians ever to work on this theme, “we should … not miss that Reformation propaganda is
        itself popular culture – indeed a new form of it that contributes to a new outlook and mentality (confessional
        politics). In the very process of creating itself, it is changing popular culture – creating the polemical,
        one-sided personality which sees confessional opponents as the Antichrist, agents of Satan and a danger to
        personal salvation” (Scribner, 2001, p. 28).
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      Introduction


      
        The rise of late-night television talk shows as forums for political discourse roughly parallels a number of
        other trends in politics and political news. First, politics has become more divisive and partisan in recent
        decades, as the ability of political parties to serve as “big tents” for a variety of views has given way to
        more ideologically aligned organisations (Bond and Fleisher, 2000). With the virtual disappearance of
        conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans, the Democrats have come to be considered the party of
        liberalism and Republicans the party of conservatism (Mann and Ornstein, 2012). Citizens, too, have grown
        increasingly polarised in recent decades (Campbell, 2016).
      


      
        Even as political debate became governed by more ideologically defined policies, political discourse broadened
        to include the previously ignored factors of private behaviour and personal character, particularly as linked
        to sexual conduct (Sabato, 1993). These factors became wild cards, often played for maximum impact during
        election campaigns (Sabato, Stencel and Lichter, 2000).
      


      
        These changes were communicated to the public by a news media that was itself changing in its composition, its
        norms, and its attention to behaviour that was previously considered off limits for news stories. Increasingly,
        this produced coverage of personal scandals that journalists themselves were often ambivalent about reporting,
        a trend that contributed to a decline in public respect for both journalists and politicians (Cappella and
        Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 1994, 2013). It did not help that purveyors of infotainment, who had even less
        regard for privacy or decorum, got involved in spreading these salacious stories. Inevitably, old-fashioned
        journalists and the new breed of cable and social media ringmasters were tarred with the same broad brush of
        public disapproval (Sanford, 1999; Pew, 2016a, 2016b, 2017).
      


      
        This course of events and the broad cultural changes it brought were reflected in the normalisation of personal
        ridicule as a tool of political debate and a means of discrediting opponents. Accusations of personal
        misbehaviour, gaffes in which a garbled or inappropriate statement proved embarrassing, and even personal
        characteristics such as unattractive physical features, a lack of dexterity, or less than stylish dress and
        grooming all became grist for the political mill (Sabato, 1993; Wayne, 2000). In addition, political campaign
        ads became more negative, partly through the incorporation of this material (Geer, 2006). Meanwhile, both
        political parties began funding opposition research with the aim of keeping the
        stream of criticism flowing. Simultaneously, the spread of digital mobile devices made it possible for partisan
        voters to document statements and behaviour on the campaign trail that once would have gone unnoticed or at
        most would have attracted only brief attention (Chadwick, 2013; Stromer-Galley, 2014). Journalists began
        competing with entertainment venues for this embarrassing material. Mainstream journalists seeking “clickbait”
        content sometimes even referenced late-night comics in their news reports in order to attract and retain
        viewers/readers, who were increasingly looking beyond traditional media for information.
      


      
        Political humour offered via the late-night comedy programs, in other words, provide fertile territory for
        modern techniques of character assassination. There are substantial audiences for these programs, and the
        late-night ridicule reflects and potentially amplifies the general public cynicism about public figures. What’s
        more, these late night hosts are not bound by the norms on conventional journalism, which allows them to
        exaggerate for humorous effect and engage in a far wider range of attacks on political figures that would been
        acceptable on many traditional news programs (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015; Stromer-Galley, 2014). As
        character assassination goes, the potential payoff in the area of late-night humour is immense: if a particular
        barb is well-aimed, it may survive many news cycles, as the commentary is passed around by peer communication
        via social media (Baumgartner and Morris, 2011).
      

    

    
      Changes in Politics and Political Journalism


      
        The widening reach of political journalism and political partisanship were exemplified by three events in the
        late 1980s: the destruction of Senator Gary Hart’s 1988 presidential campaign, the failure of Judge Robert
        Bork’s 1987 nomination to the Supreme Court, and the nomination of Dan Quayle as the Republican Party’s
        vice-presidential candidate in 1988.
      


      
        Hart was the frontrunner for the 1988 Democratic presidential nomination when rumours of his “womanising” and
        an anonymous tip led the Miami Herald to stake out his townhouse. The paper’s reporters documented an
        affair that the married Hart was having with a young woman named Donna Rice.
      


      
        At first, Hart denied the charges, but a picture of Rice sitting in Hart’s lap appeared in the tabloid
        National Enquirer. In this image, subsequently reprinted in newspapers around the country, Hart was
        wearing a t-shirt bearing the name of the yacht “Monkey Business.” From that moment on, he was followed by a
        scrum of reporters pressing him about his marital fidelity, a situation political scientist Larry Sabato (1993)
        famously termed a media “feeding frenzy.”
      


      
        Hart soon withdrew from the 1988 race, bitter that he had been subjected to a new standard of what was
        newsworthy. He was right to remark on the shift: numerous presidents, most notably John F. Kennedy, had carried
        on sexual affairs while in the White House without any press attention. But a new era had dawned, and the
        floodgates were only just opening. In the years after Hart’s fall, Sabato, Stencel and Lichter (2000)
        catalogued dozens of cases in which political careers were ruined by media investigations into private
        behaviour, including cases of adultery that had occurred decades earlier. They concluded that many of these
        investigations served no larger public purpose than titillating audiences.
      


      
        While the Hart sex scandal was still unfolding, an increasingly partisan political milieu was already being
        demonstrated by events around President Reagan’s nomination of conservative judge Robert Bork to fill a vacancy
        on the Supreme Court. Fearful that Bork’s decisions on the bench would help validate Reagan’s conservative
        policies, liberal activist groups decided to broaden the nomination process into a national referendum on
        Bork’s previous decisions and his general judicial philosophy.
      


      
        On the floor of the Senate, Ted Kennedy (D-Mass.) predicted that Bork’s confirmation
        would lead to the return of back-alley abortions, segregated lunch counters, and midnight raids by rogue
        police. A flood of mailings and political ads echoed these themes, including a TV spot narrated by actor
        Gregory Peck, which charged Bork with having “a strange idea of what justice is.”1
      


      
        The subsequent wave of bad press doomed Bork’s confirmation. His nomination was rejected by the Senate by a
        vote of 58 to 42, the widest margin ever (O’Brien, 1988). This was the first time that a Supreme Court
        nomination had been decided by the application of no-holds-barred politics, and its success inaugurated a new
        era of partisanship in presidential nominations. It also spawned a new verb, to “bork,” which the Oxford
        English Dictionary defines as “[to] obstruct someone … by systematically defaming or vilifying
        them.”2 As if to underscore the political pivot marked by the fight over Bork’s
        nomination, Douglas Ginsburg, a judge serving on the US Court of Appeals for the DC Circuit and Reagan’s
        subsequent nominee for the Supreme Court, had to withdraw his nomination after press accounts emerged that he
        had occasionally smoked marijuana as a Harvard Law School professor in the 1970s (O’Brien, 1988).
      


      
        The following year, George HW Bush’s surprising choice of running mate met with journalists’ disapproval. They
        saw Indiana Senator Dan Quayle (R-Ind.), Bush’s vice-presidential pick, as a callow youth who was in over his
        head in national politics. After initial rumours of scandal in his past proved baseless, journalists settled
        for treating him as a figure of fun. His stammering replies to their questions and his apparent lack of
        gravitas turned him into the court jester of the Bush administration (Liebovich, 2001). In this way,
        allegations of stupidity joined those of sexual misconduct as fair game for critics.
      


      
        By this time, media critics had begun to characterise political journalists as “character cops” who had
        arrogated to themselves the task of determining whether personal qualities and behaviour disqualified
        politicians from taking high office (Sabato, 1993). The factors behind this development included new
        technologies, heightened competition, alternative media sources, and increased use of cutthroat campaign
        practices such as opposition research and attack ads (Geer, 2006; Patterson, 1994, 2013).
      


      
        Any remaining reluctance of journalists to take on the character cop role dissolved with the appearance of
        presidential candidate Bill Clinton on the national political scene in 1992. Behind Clinton trailed a string of
        potential scandals: public charges of adultery by former girlfriend Gennifer Flowers, allegations of
        draft-dodging during the Vietnam War, and contentions that he had smoked marijuana in his youth (Liebovich,
        2001). Voters nevertheless elected Clinton, whose laundry list of purported misconduct only grew with his
        arrival in the White House. Clinton’s two terms in office featured a seemingly endless stream of scandal
        allegations, dealing mostly with sex but also occasionally with the financial dealings of Bill and Hillary
        Clinton, as in the case of the so-called Whitewater affair (Isikoff, 2000). The raging partisanship of the
        period was captured in Hillary Clinton’s assertion that “a vast right-wing conspiracy” was behind the many
        scandal charges. All this famously culminated in the president’s 1998 admission, after months of denial, of an
        affair with Monica Lewinsky, a young White House intern (Campbell, 2000).
      


      
        However, subsequent efforts to impeach Clinton backfired on the Republican-majority Congress. Amid charges of
        hypocrisy, journalists began to delve into the past peccadilloes of party leaders. Hustler publisher
        Larry Flynt entered the fray, offering a million-dollar “bounty” for scandalous revelations about GOP
        lawmakers. The most prominent victim of this backlash – and of Clinton’s aggressive efforts to spin the story
        as a partisan witch-hunt by the GOP – was Rep. Bob Livingston (R-La.), who was in line to become House Speaker
        in 1998 but was driven from office following revelations of a past affair (Farnsworth and Lichter, 2006).
      


      
        In light of this tawdry turn, which affected both Democrats and Republicans, it is unsurprising that scholars
        reported increased negativity both in politicians’ campaigns and in journalists’ coverage thereof (Cappella and Jamieson, 1997; Geer, 2006; Patterson, 1994). Nor is it any
        shock that public approval ratings of both parties reached new lows (Mann and Ornstein, 2012), even as each
        side blamed the other for the parlous state of political discourse (Sabato, Stencel and Lichter, 2000). However
        the blame is parcelled out, it is clear that the decade from the late 1980s to the late 1990s saw the rise of a
        political culture of personal ridicule, in which politicians and journalists alike indulged.
      

    

    
      Changes in Political Humour


      
        In parallel with the changing political news landscape came the emergence of political humour on late-night
        television talk shows. In their early decades, talk shows and variety shows had mostly steered clear of
        political material, seeing it as more trouble than it was worth. This reflected the show business adage
        attributed to Broadway playwright George S. Kaufman that “satire is what closes on Saturday night” (quoted in
        Elliot, 2014). The exception to this rule was NBC’s Saturday Night Live, which began airing in 1975. The
        show’s sketch comedy occasionally focused on political topics, most frequently in a fake news segment called
        “Weekend Update.”
      


      
        Foreshadowing the future tone of late-night humour, however, comedian Chevy Chase found stardom by parodying
        President Gerald Ford’s stumble while disembarking from Air Force One. Chase opened many shows by turning
        Ford’s fall into a pratfall, bumping into or knocking over various objects, such as the Oval Office desk
        (Liebovich, 2001). Ironically, what became the popular image of Ford as a clumsy oaf belied Ford’s athletic
        past – he had been a Collegiate All-Star on a University of Michigan football team that won national titles and
        twice went undefeated.
      


      
        SNL eventually became known for its presidential impersonations and parodies of presidential debates,
        but these represented individual sketches on a weekly show, a far cry from the political material that would be
        featured nightly in the monologues of late-night talk show hosts. The key figure in politiciing late-night talk
        was Dan Quayle. To drive home their image of Quayle as an unprepared half-wit, journalists began to illustrate
        their points by referring to TV talk show punch lines. Quayle thus became the first federal-level nominee in
        living memory to be defined by the press as a national joke (Farnsworth and Lichter, 2006). Of course, Quayle
        did not help his case by criticising Murphy Brown, a fictional TV character on a popular sitcom, for
        contributing to the moral decline of Americans (Liebovich, 2001).
      


      
        Politicos, too, noted the changing face of political humour. Bush campaign manager Lee Atwater remarked that he
        monitored audience responses to Tonight Show monologues to see how politicians were playing in Peoria
        (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 207). Atwater’s new approach provided an early indication that
        humour was becoming part of the political milieu. A study of jokes on the Tonight Show and The Late
        Show from Inauguration Day in January 1989 through September 1991 found that Vice-President Quayle topped
        all other political figures as the target of 417 jokes; President George H. W. Bush finished a distant second
        with 331 (Media Monitor, 1991, p. 6).
      


      
        However, the modern era of politicised monologues can probably be dated to 1992, when Jay Leno replaced Johnny
        Carson as host of The Tonight Show on NBC. The following year, David Letterman moved from NBC’s Late
        Night to The Late Show on CBS to compete directly with Leno. Both men stayed in these posts for over
        two decades (with the exception of a brief effort by Leno in 2009–2010 to switch to a primetime show).
        Throughout their runs, they dominated the late-night talk show ratings, easily beating their revolving cast of
        competitors.
      


      
        During this period, the only major change in the late-night landscape came in 1999 on the cable network Comedy
        Central, where Jon Stewart turned The Daily Show into a “fake news” show.
        Stewart’s success led to spinoff shows by cast members Stephen Colbert and John Oliver. Unlike the stand-up
        comedians found on most television talk shows, who relied heavily on one-liners, the Comedy Central comedians
        engaged in satire and were taken more seriously as popular commentators on politics and the news media.
        Stewart, in particular, gained a strong following among younger viewers; national surveys showed him to be one
        of the most trusted and admired journalists in America (Baumgartner and Morris, 2011; Garber, 2009; Pew, 2007).
      


      
        Scholars looking at the political impact of late-night comedy shows have found them to be an important news
        source for many voters, particularly young adults (Baym, 2005; Brewer and Cao, 2006; Feldman and Young, 2005;
        Young, 2006). Growing cynicism regarding traditional news outlets has enhanced the status of these late-night
        comedy programmes, a response to the so-called “trust deficit” that traditional media have faced in recent
        years (Feldman and Young, 2005; Pew, 2016b, 2017). As a result, presidential candidates – and even incumbent
        presidents seeking to reach voters who have moved away from traditional news outlets – compete to appear on
        late-night comedy programmes (Brewer and Cao, 2006).
      


      
        That being said, selective news exposure by consumers may limit the impact of these comic takedowns on the
        public. Because the first and/or most significant exposure some news consumers receive is to partisan media
        sources, the impact of late-night may actually be quite modest (Iyengar and Hahn, 2009; Pew, 2014; Stroud,
        2008; Taber and Lodge, 2006).
      


      
        The two-year period 2014 to 2015 saw major turnover among talk show hosts, with Leno, Letterman, and Stewart
        all retiring and Colbert closing down his parody show on Comedy Central to replace Letterman on The Late
        Show. But it is not yet clear whether these personnel changes will produce corresponding changes in the
        amount and focus of talk shows’ political humour. In the following sections, we first examine the overall
        trends during presidential election years from 1992 through 2012, covered by the long-term CMPA data set. We
        then discuss similar data from the 2016 election based on a new study by CMPA.
      

    

    
      Amounts and Targets of Political Humour


      
        The targets and topics of late-night comedy were the subject of a long-term study by the Center for Media and
        Public Affairs (CMPA), which, starting in 1992, examined over 100,000 jokes about politics and public affairs
        on several shows, including those hosted by Leno, Letterman, Stewart, and Colbert. The study found that
        political material on late-night television increased over time and reached its highest levels during
        presidential elections, to the point that it eventually became a regular component of campaign discourse.
        Accordingly, this paper will focus mainly on the targets of election-year humour.
      


      
        Table 25.1 shows the increase in political humour across the five presidential election years between
        1992 and 2008, using the combined totals of NBC’s Tonight Show and CBS’s Late Show, the only late-night talk shows that aired throughout the entire period. Between
        1992 and 2008, the number of political jokes in an election year more than doubled, from 3092 jokes to 6999.
      


      
      
        Table 25.1 Number of
        Political Jokes by Late-Night Program
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        The most popular targets were presidents and presidential candidates. As Table 25.2 shows, sitting
        presidents were the most frequently targeted individuals in seventeen out of the twenty-one years studied.
        Three exceptions were in election years – 1996, 2008 and 2012 – when Republican presidential nominees Bob Dole,
        John McCain and Mitt Romney exceeded the totals of the sitting presidents they sought to replace. In addition,
        in 2001 outgoing president Bill Clinton edged out his successor, George W. Bush. As a general rule, the
        presidential tickets of the two major parties combined to account for just under one-third (32 per cent) of all
        political jokes in election years.
      


      
        The intensity of election campaigns, which dominate the news, and the need to come up with fresh material night
        after night feed into comedians’ tendency to accentuate a few of candidates’ personal characteristics and
        relate the day’s events to these qualities. The same is true of presidents, whose activities typically generate
        daily headlines. As the jokes feed on each other and echo characteristics often
        addressed more seriously in the news media, stereotypes emerge and are reinforced.
      


      
      
        Table 25.2 Most Targeted
        Individuals on Late-Night Comedy
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        As noted, Vice President Dan Quayle was the first major political figure whose public image was forged by an
        interaction of bad press and late-night jokes. The comedians portrayed him as an outright fool: “Reporters
        asked Dan Quayle what would be the solution to global warming and he replied, ‘central air conditioning’ ”
        (Letterman, quoted in Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 72). His relative youth was sometimes
        highlighted by jokes that treated him as not ready for adulthood, e.g., “Dan Quayle had a birthday this week.
        They had a huge party for him at Chuck E. Cheese” ( Jay Leno, quoted in Media Monitor, 1991). While
        comedians surely welcomed Quayle as a meal ticket, their jokes often dripped with disdain. As Leno put it,
        “People have said that every comedian’s dream is to poke fun at Vice President Dan Quayle. I think it’s every
        comedian’s dream to poke fun at ex-vice president Quayle” (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015 p. 73).
      


      
        Any comedian who regarded Quayle as indispensable to his trade must have celebrated his successor as
        whipping-boy-in-chief – Bill Clinton. Clinton arrived on the public stage cloaked in intimations of scandal,
        from which he never escaped for long. From Gennifer Flowers to Monica Lewinsky, fully half (50 per cent) of all
        jokes about Clinton – over 3000 in all – dealt with his sexual behaviour. “With Bill Clinton as president, I
        finally understand why they celebrate President’s Day with a mattress sale,” Leno joked (Lichter, Baumgartner
        and Morris, 2015, p. 55). When Clinton visited a New York City high school, Leno commented, “He didn’t want to
        give a speech. He just wanted to take advantage of some of those free condoms they’re giving away” (Lichter,
        Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 149). And when he cancelled a vacation to the Virgin Islands, Leno speculated,
        “Actually, the real reason, after Clinton left last year, no more virgins” (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris,
        2015, p. 55). This vein of material normally proved so rich that on a slow news day, Leno mused, “I wish
        Clinton would get another girlfriend. We need more jokes. Where is our president when I need him?” (Lichter,
        Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 56).
      


      
        When George W. Bush replaced Clinton in the White House, the wellspring of presidential sexual humour abruptly
        dried up. In fact, the late-night comedians seemed to have trouble saying farewell to Clinton. As noted, in
        2001 there were more jokes about Clinton, who left office on January 20 of that year, than there were about
        Bush. (Bush’s totals also dropped late in the year because comedians were loath to make fun of the president in
        the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.)
      


      
        Even so, Bush brought his own set of comical characteristics to the job. These included occasional malapropisms
        and physical awkwardness. Above all, however, he gave comedians the chance to dust off “stupid guy” jokes left
        over from the Dan Quayle era. Even though Bush was a graduate of Yale University and Harvard Business School,
        38 per cent of all Bush jokes – over 2300 – referenced his reputed lack of intelligence. When Bush fared poorly
        in the first presidential debate of the 2004 election, Letterman commented, “Experts are saying that if this
        was a game show, Bush would have gone home with a handshake and a quart of motor oil” (Lichter, Baumgartner and
        Morris, 2015, p. 164). Later in the same campaign, when reporters revealed that Bush had received a DUI in
        1976, Conan O’Brien remarked, “The arresting officer became suspicious when he noticed George W. wasn’t
        slurring his words” (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 161).
      


      
        Coverage of unsuccessful presidential candidates revealed similar patterns. When Bob Dole ran for president in
        1996 at the age of 73, comedians quickly settled on his advancing years as the leitmotif of his candidacy. When
        Dole admitted that he dyed his hair to cover the grey, Leno commented, “It’s like a Grecian formula kind of
        thing. Not the product you buy in the store. He actually got his from an ancient
        Grecian” (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 74). After Dole visited a kindergarten class, Leno
        remarked, “Dole stayed about fifteen minutes, then he had to leave because it was nap time – not for the kids”
        (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 155). All told, references to his age comprised nearly two in every
        five Dole jokes (38 per cent), while a secondary theme about his alleged moodiness accounted for an additional
        12 per cent. After Dole made a campaign stop in the Los Angeles area, Leno said, “He was not campaigning… .
        Turns out Disneyland pays him to come here once a year to give scowling lessons to Grumpy” (Lichter,
        Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 74).
      


      
        Such examples of stereotyping can be found for most of the major political figures in the sample period. Barack
        Obama, however, was at least a partial exception to this rule. Both as a candidate and as president, he was the
        target of fewer jokes than his predecessors were. Notably, reporters also covered Obama more positively than
        they did his predecessors (Farnsworth and Lichter, 2011, 2012). This relatively optimistic treatment made it
        more difficult for comedians to find personal characteristics around which to build a negative stereotype.
      


      
        Accordingly, there was no single quality, or even set of qualities, that framed humour about Obama. Indeed,
        many of the reputed “Obama jokes” turned out to be jokes about the reverence he received as a candidate and new
        president. In his “fake news” report on Obama’s trip to Israel, for instance, Jon Stewart reported that he
        “would be stopping in Bethlehem to visit the manger where he was born” (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015,
        p. 80). Eventually, though, Obama’s star faded somewhat, and he followed his presidential predecessors in
        becoming the most joked-about individual from 2009 through 2011, albeit with lower joke totals than other
        recent chief executives.
      


      
        The case of Obama notwithstanding, the general experience of presidential candidates and presidents in office
        is clear from the examples cited. When they make news, as they must, they are also providing material to
        late-night comedians. Talk show hosts and their writers take the daily headlines they generate and make these
        the basis of jokes that ridicule some aspect of a politician’s personality, lifestyle, background, or
        appearance.
      


      
        Unlike their response to bad press, politicians cannot call for more fair or accurate coverage from talk show
        hosts. After all, they are in the entertainment business, not the news business. Thus, complaining might just
        stimulate more of the same. The best politicians can do is accept an invitation to go on a host’s show and
        demonstrate that they can take a joke (Kolbert, 1992; Morris, 2009). Yet they remain prisoners of a new order
        in political communication, particularly campaign communication, in which talk show monologues are one
        component of a generally unfriendly media environment that includes both news and entertainment.
      


      
        Then along came Donald Trump, a New York real estate investor and reality show star turned 2016 presidential
        candidate and, eventually, the forty-fifth president. An analysis of late-night humour during several recent
        presidential campaigns cycles, shown in Table 25.3, demonstrates that Donald Trump took office as the
        most ridiculed presidential candidate in the history of late-night television talk shows. Trump was the subject
        of 1,817 jokes between January 1, 2016 and November 11, 2016, a few days after Election Day. That is more than
        triple the 506 jokes directed at Hillary Clinton. Dating back to the 1992 contest, CMPA found that comedians
        have never focused on a presidential candidate as intensely as they did on Trump (Farnsworth, Lichter and
        Canieso, 2017).
      


      
        For the 2016 presidential election cycle, we analysed four late-night comedy programmes: those hosted by Jimmy
        Fallon (The Tonight Show on NBC), Stephen Colbert (The Late Show on CBS), Jimmy Kimmel ( Jimmy
        Kimmel Live! on ABC) and Trevor Noah (The Daily Show on Comedy Central). All four treated Trump as
        comedy gold. The attention to Trump did not vary with his poll numbers; in the joke counts, he was always No.
        1. (Our analysis did not include Saturday Night Live or Full Frontal because, in comparison to
        the nightly talk shows, their political content aired relatively infrequently).
      


      
      
        Table 25.3 Jokes Relating to Presidential Candidates
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        Every late-night talk show laughed almost twice as much at Trump as at Clinton. From the start of the first
        major-party convention on July 18 through November 11, the pattern for three of the four late-night comics
        examined was almost identical. Among the jokes directed at the two major-party nominees, 81 per cent of
        Colbert’s jokes focused on Trump, as did 80 per cent of Noah’s and 78 per cent of Kimmel’s. On NBC, Fallon
        interviewed Trump on air in September quite congenially, even tousling his hair, and was criticised for not
        being more critical of the former host of NBC’s The Apprentice (Merry, 2016). Even so, Fallon told more
        jokes about his fellow TV personality than about Clinton, by a margin of 64 per cent to 36 per cent
        (Farnsworth, Lichter and Canieso, 2017).
      


      
        Candidate Trump reached historic heights as a late-night comedy target. Mitt Romney, the previous Republican
        nominee, was the subject of only 1,061 jokes during all of 2012, just over half the jokes aimed at Trump in
        less time. Trump jokes also outnumbered those aimed at 2008 Republican presidential nominee Sen. John McCain
        (R-Ariz.) (1,358 jokes) or George W. Bush during his 2004 re-election campaign (1,169), as well as the
        Democratic candidates running in those years (Farnsworth, Lichter and Canieso, 2017).
      


      
        In addition to examining whom the comedians were joking about, we looked at what they were joking about.
        Table 25.4 examines the jokes made during three separate segments of the 2016 campaign cycle. First, we
        measured jokes during the preseason, which ended before the start of the first nomination contests (September
        1, 2015 through January 31, 2016). Second, we looked at jokes from the start of the primaries up to the start
        of the first nominating convention (February 1 through July 17, 2016). Third, we measured from the start of the
        nomination conventions through the general election and a few days beyond ( July 18 through November 11, 2016).
        For both major party nominees during all the time periods considered here, personal matters dominated the humour: 88 per cent of Trump jokes and nearly 86 per cent of Clinton
        jokes touched on character, personality or other personal traits (Farnsworth, Lichter and Canieso, 2018).
      


      
      
        Table 25.4 Topic Areas of
        Presidential Candidate Jokes
      
[image: Image]


      
        Of course, what else would we expect? Late-night comics focus on personalities, and human foibles offer rich
        veins for humour, especially given the well-known names on the 2016 ballot (Farnsworth, Lichter and Canieso,
        2018).
      


      
        Still, jokes with some policy content are better for informing viewers, who are also potential voters. That is
        important. According to the Pew Research Center, a quarter of the electorate relied on late-night comedy shows
        to learn about the 2016 campaign (Pew, 2016a).
      


      
        For Trump, though, the worst may be yet to come. Bill Clinton’s top year as a joke target came in 1998, the
        year he was impeached for lying about his relationship with intern Monica Lewinsky (1,717 jokes). Meanwhile,
        George W. Bush’s top year was 2006: in the context of a rough midterm election for the Republicans and
        increasing chaos following the invasion of Iraq, he endured 1,213 late-night jokes.
        Barack Obama faced 768 jokes as a presidential candidate in 2008 and 936 jokes in 2009, his first year in the
        White House. For President Trump, whose first year in office featured many scandals, fights with the media, and
        continuing questions about Russian influence on the new president’s team, the comedic attacks seemed to just
        keep on coming (Borchers, 2017a, 2017b).
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Until the late 1980s, politicians had to compete with increasingly critical, if not adversarial journalists, to
        get their messages out to the public. However, they were largely ignored by the entertainment media. Then an
        expansion of the news agenda, coupled with a kind of political awakening among the hosts of television talk
        shows, permanently altered the landscape, bringing a new source of negativity into political discourse. Today,
        the journalists knock the politicians off their stride and the humourists kick them while they are down.
      


      
        In this narrow sense, Donald Trump is quite right to call journalists “the opposition party.” Any other
        administration might have made the same claim, though some would have been more reticent than the current White
        House team to express this objection publicly. In their effort to get their messages to the public in the form
        and content they prefer, all presidents and presidential candidates necessarily come into conflict with the
        mainstream media, whose professional mandate is to strip the propaganda out of politicians’ messages
        (Farnsworth and Lichter, 2006). In this endless battle between the media and politicians, late-night talk shows
        have emerged as a second front. As a result, the culture of personal ridicule in public discourse is more
        pervasive than ever.
      


      
        In fact, the format of late-night comedy creates a huge advantage for the hosts when compared to traditional
        news reporters, who have less of an opportunity to present themselves as individuals and also face much higher
        standards of content accuracy. The exaggerations and objectively untrue comments that permit effective punch
        lines on late-night make general character criticisms of political figures more accessible and more appealing
        to casual news consumers. ABC News could never exaggerate the way Jimmy Kimmel et al. do regarding the
        personal foibles of political leaders, nor could news reporters present themselves as people as intimately as
        does a late-night host engaging in friendly banter with celebrities night after night. The best the news
        division can do to narrow the entertainment gap with late-night is to quote the comics as part of its own news
        programmes (as is now done with increasingly regularity to maximise “clicks” from online news consumers).
      


      
        The personal connections these late-night comics cultivate with their audiences even permit them to become
        policy experts, as Jimmy Kimmel did when he set his jokes aside and used his infant son’s health struggles to
        advocate for universal healthcare (Yahr, 2017a, 2017b). For now, Kimmel’s aggressive, personal policy
        engagement on healthcare remains the exception, even on his own show. Given the public’s low esteem of
        reporters and politicians and their positive evaluations of late-night stars, perhaps Kimmel’s foray into
        policy advocacy will embolden other comics to do the same in the coming years. To be sure, laughing at
        political leaders is a healthy expression of public scepticism about the powers-that-be in a democratic
        society, as well as a safety valve for public disaffection with leaders and would-be leaders. The current talk
        show hosts are following in a tradition that goes back to the likes of Will Rogers and Mark Twain. Especially
        these days, there is no doubt that the failings and antics of the political class frequently deserve a good
        laugh. But in an era of heightened negativity in political discourse, the hollowing-out of public support for
        both political and media institutions in recent years raises questions of proportionality. For example, an
        analysis of the CMPA joke data and polling data during election years found a statistically significant
        relationship between the number of jokes directed at each candidate and the
        candidate’s subsequent favourability ratings (Lichter, Baumgartner and Morris, 2015, p. 172).
      


      
        Thus, in and of themselves, the nightly monologues of comedians may be all in good fun. But as part of the
        larger universe of political communications, they may accentuate trends in political discourse that bode ill
        for a healthy polity. In the words of Neil Postman (1985), someday we may look back on these days and conclude
        that we were “amusing ourselves to death.”
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. www.youtube.com/watch?v=NpFe10lkF3Y
      


      
        2. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/bork
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      In the early days of 2013, a high school newspaper in San Diego reported that slut shaming was on the rise in
      local schools. According to the article, students of both sexes were scrutinizing the Facebook profiles of female
      students, looking for suggestive photos or evidence of other moral infractions. The offending girls were then
      singled out and attacked on Facebook and other social media. In the words of the high school journalist who wrote
      the story, “Provocative photos of girls are being posted and reposted on Facebook by both genders as a way to
      punish girls for taking lewd pictures” (Brice, 2013). While the paper interviewed a number of students who
      condemned these attacks (e.g., “I think sluts are cool. Who cares about what type of photos they take? You’re not
      their moms.”), several students defended shaming as an effective means of regulating their fellow students’
      morality. Lily, a junior at the school, opined: “As for slut-shaming, I think it’s a good thing because it can
      cause self-realization for girls who are sluts. Let them take the shame and change who they are” (Brice, 2013).
      For Lily and many of her peers, slut-shaming is simply a way to manage the conduct of their fellow students.
    


    
      With the rise of social media, many adolescent struggles for acceptance in the face of ostracism – which
      traditionally have been carried out in gyms, parking lots, classrooms, and hallways – have migrated online. Yet
      this problem is not confined to students and young adults. For people of diverse ages and backgrounds, shaming
      has become a popular means of ostracizing and attacking their peers for perceived immoralities. Moral
      entrepreneurs are those who endeavor with particular vigilance to bring others into conformance with their own
      moral norms and codes of appropriate behavior. Shaming is just one among several techniques that moral
      entrepreneurs mobilize in an effort to do so. Some others include cyber-bullying, trolling, outing, ostracizing
      and, conceivably, more concerted attacks like doxxing, catfishing, phishing, and DDoS campaigns that paralyze
      computer networks by flooding them with data. All of these techniques can be understood as forms of incivility
      that sow discord under the guise of regulating a moral order.
    


    
      In the case of shaming (our focus in this chapter), moral entrepreneurship tends to take the argumentative form
      of a character assassination. Character assassinations are often conflated with ad hominem attacks, but
      argumentation theory recognizes an important difference. An ad hominem attack challenges someone’s
      argument through the character of the person making it. To say, “You are a person of bad character and
      therefore I reject your argument” is to levy an ad hominem attack on the basis that a person’s credibility
      or character invalidates the merits of their argumentative claims ( Jackson, 2006, pp.
      19–21). But to say, “You are a person of bad character” – full stop – is to attack someone personally, not their
      argument, which makes it character assassination.1 Shaming can take the form of
      an ad hominem attack, and would, for instance, if we imagined a disputant in an online forum attempting to
      discredit another’s position by shoring up evidence of hypocrisy, poor judgment, or some other character flaw.
      Suppose that someone in a fan community devoted to raising tree frogs admitted to having accidentally killed
      several frogs, yet then offered advice about how best to care for tree frogs. If someone else shamed this person
      for his or her personal failing to keep the frogs alive – “you murdered your frogs,” “you have no concern for
      living beings,” etc. – that would be an ad hominem attack to the extent that doing so was intended to
      invalidate the person’s advice on the basis of his or her failures as a person. Effectively, “You’re a bad
      person. Why should we listen to you?” Character assassinations operate without the added “Why should we listen to
      you?” When the aim of shaming is not the undermining of an argument, but rather a kind of moral regulation,
      therefore, shaming functions as a balder character assassination. This chapter examines how it does so in the
      context of our new media environment.
    


    
      Our argument is that widespread conditions of digital sociality have: 1) made shame a political technology, 2)
      activated a thirst for moral outrage and ostracism, and 3) consolidated these consequences into an apparent
      belief, evident from Donald Trump to Joe Sixpack, that character assassinations are a viable and morally
      responsible form of social empowerment. In order to advance this three-legged thesis, we proceed in three parts,
      each corresponding to one of our claims. Each section also offers a different concrete example of shaming in
      online settings as a way to support and illustrate the more theoretical positions we intend to advance. What it
      all points to, we suggest, is a disconcerting current conjuncture within a longer history of attempts to regulate
      the behavior of others. Although shaming looks different from how it has in the past, it is still supported by
      classic political rationalities given new life in an age of digital media. Rather than the isolated incivilities
      of discrete bad actors, character assassinations that take the form of shaming are more laterally distributed
      attempts to regulate the moral order – at great cost to those who are shamed and, more indirectly, to those who
      do the shaming.
    


    
      Before proceeding to make this case, however, it will be important to identify one premise from which we operate
      with regard to the evolving relationship between social media, character assassination, and moral regulation. The
      example of slut-shaming in the San Diego high school offers a particularly useful inroad to do so. Many scholars
      have approached the Internet as a networked domain of more or less sovereign domination through which powerful
      actors attack and marginalize their opponents. Adopting the conceptual vocabulary of an assassination, Kristy
      Hess and Lisa Waller (2014), for example, have described the emergence of a “digital pillory” that can impose a
      “digital mark of shame” on its victims. Traditionally, a pillory is a wooden frame designed to secure an
      offender’s head and hands for purposes of public display and abuse. For Hess and Waller, however, the media
      context has simply changed from a wooden framework to a digital screen. In other words, public shaming cannot be
      separated from the question of which media technologies make it possible. Looking at how shame activists filmed a
      drunk Australian woman urinating in public and posted the video footage to YouTube, Hess and Waller (2014, p.
      102) make the interesting observation that “the media have a strong connection to public shaming, particularly in
      regards to ‘ordinary’ people and that humiliation has emerged in recent years as a viable and symbolically rich
      vehicle for social control.”
    


    
      While Hess and Waller give an insightful analysis of how YouTube and commercial television stations contributed
      to the public humiliation of the offending woman, they overlook a related facet of how character assassinations
      take place in the digital age. Indeed, Hess and Waller emphasize the role of “the media” – i.e., corporate media
      such as cable television – in augmenting the digital pillory by publicizing moral
      infractions to a broader, more general audience. Yet, as our current media culture illustrates, social media
      don’t serve as simply networked supplements to more centralized practices of media-fueled ostracism (such as
      televised exposés, perp walks, and scandalous special investigations). Rather, they have given rise to new
      practices and cultures of character assassination that do not rely on traditionally disseminated forms of
      publicity. Terms like the “digital pillory,” of course, are essentially sovereign metaphors – metaphors
      that are based in the governing logics of sovereign power. That is, they conjure images of a stable, monolithic
      figure or institution that metes out a humiliating brand of punishment in which the public is relegated to a more
      or less passive, consumptive role. While it might be valid to characterize a televised spectacle – a la the
      television show Cheaters, which hunts down unfaithful spouses and publicizes their misdeeds to millions of
      viewers – as a form of media “pillorying,” this sovereign metaphor is poorly equipped to capture the complexities
      of character assassination in the days of social media. Twitter, Flickr, Reddit, Instagram, YouTube, and similar
      outlets allow citizens to locate, capture, archive, and publicize their neighbors’ moral or criminal infractions;
      likewise, in the case of something like “revenge porn,” social media allow citizens to attack their ex-partners
      by articulating private records to networks of ridicule and moral condemnation. So, while plenty of character
      assassinations might take the character of “pillories,” a significant portion of these assassinations now take
      place in multilateral media environments that encourage dispersed, asymmetrical attacks rather than simple
      sovereign pillories.
    


    
      “Shame” as Political Technology


      
        The vigilance campaigns of those who shame others online often invoke a tacit moral imperative: we are all
        personally accountable to speak up when we see or hear something unacceptable. As one of us has shown, the
        perceived imperative exemplified by the mantra, “If you see something, say something,” has American roots that
        long pre-date the rise of digital technologies, making lateral surveillance and citizen-policing a practice
        endemic to American citizenship itself – and in contexts well beyond shaming as such (Reeves, 2017). Indeed,
        many of the practices that get labeled “shaming” in the context of digital culture do not simply cause their
        targets “shame,” at least not if we follow the more or less standard definition of shame put forward by media
        theorist Thomas Keenan (2004, p. 436): “a primordial force that articulates or links knowledge with action, a
        feeling or a sensation brought on not by physical contact but by knowledge or consciousness alone … ‘a painful
        sensation excited by a consciousness of guilt or impropriety, or of having done something which injures
        reputation, or of the exposure of that which nature or modesty prompts us to conceal.’ ” Instead, these
        practices tend to initiate a form of communal punishment that would teach “offenders” (and others) a lesson.
        Such practices, that is, seek to manage the conduct of others by marginalizing certain forms of behavior.
        Online shaming – of sluts, cheaters, jerks, and otherwise – is therefore best understood as a political
        technology, not as the deployment or manipulation of an emotion such as shame.2
      


      
        Our point, to be clear, is not simply to quibble over semantics. The emphasis on “shaming” in social theory and
        criminology too often takes for granted the role of emotional shame in the punishment of criminal and moral
        offenders.3 But in many cases, “shaming” actions cannot be best understood in
        terms of the emotional personal experience imposed on the offender. On the contrary, as criminologist David
        Karp (1998, p. 298) has pointed out, this emerging trend in shaming culture is “not driven by the practical
        desire to impose suffering on offenders as much as it is to clarify and enforce normative standards through
        some symbolically expressive means.” For Karp (1998, p. 298), social exclusion “is the primary sanction in a
        shame penalty.” Thus, shame tends to be less conceptually valuable as an emotional
        experience than as a powerful technology of social exclusion.
      


      
        Neoliberal public policy, as can be expected, has contributed to this politically creative deployment of shame.
        Legal theorists such as Stephen P. Garvey have noticed that shaming actions have come to play a central role in
        today’s do-it-yourself punishment and character assassination culture. According to Garvey (1998, pp. 737–738),
        shaming punishments “expose the offender to public view and heap ignominy upon him in a way that other
        alternative sanctions to imprisonment, like fines and community service, do not … Moreover at a time when the
        costs of imprisonment consume ever larger shares of state budgets, shame may serve as a politically viable and
        cost-effective way of achieving deterrence… . as well as of satisfying the legitimate demands of retribution.”
        “Shaming,” then, makes good neoliberal economic sense: in the words of Toni Massaro (1991, p. 1883), “The
        resort to formal shaming as a criminal sanction is only one of several attempts to expand the sentencer’s
        arsenal in an effective, inexpensive manner.” Like the moral entrepreneurs who serve as their civilian
        counterparts, judges use shame as a “cost-effective” punishment that defers the punitive onus onto the general
        public. Judges are increasingly turning to punishments that publicly degrade the offender, such as publishing
        the names of prostitute patrons, requiring offenders to put special stickers on their cars or wear special
        shirts, or even requiring public confessions and apologies (Massaro, 1991, p. 1887). In a similar fashion,
        while it is generally argued that sex offender registries protect the public and are not punitive to the
        offender, observers like Doron Teichman (2005, p. 362) have pointed out that “the true effect of these laws is
        punitive, referencing the harsh non-legal sanctions triggered by these laws such as physical attacks on
        offenders and their property, denial of housing, and termination of employment.”4
      


      
        Teichman (2005, p. 358) argues that these shaming sanctions tend to have two primary adverse effects: the first
        is personal shame and embarrassment, which, as we have pointed out, receives most critical attention. The other
        effect, however, is that “these measures may induce sanctions, inflicted on wrongdoers by other members of the
        community, such as the severing of relationships, termination of employment, and even violent retaliation. This
        is the external aspect of non-legal sanctions.” This “external” aspect of punishment, of course, is
        characterized by a market-style moral enforcement in which punishment is delegated to a community’s most
        vigilant and impressionable members – to outraged moral activists, employers who are susceptible to boycotts,
        and family members, coworkers, and acquaintances who are concerned about their own social status. Given the
        potential vastness of these social consequences, “shame” is hardly the most important thing at stake. Instead,
        it is clear that “shaming” is a form of direct social action that implicates diverse actors in a multilateral
        public struggle for the normalization and moral definition of society. As Marko Skoric and his colleagues
        (2010, pp. 182–183) have found in their research of online shaming cultures, “individuals who engage in online
        shaming of fellow citizens are more concerned with the (re)enforcement of social norms and promotion of
        civility within their societies … This might bring about a change in terms of how new technologies can be used
        for societal self-regulation via the deterrence of deviant behaviors.” In an important sense, shaming is not
        simply a way to establish the parameters of social norms and deviance – it is a struggle over who should be
        “in” and who should be “out,” a struggle over the very conditions of social membership, dismissal, and
        rehabilitation.
      


      
        For example, in 2013 Kimberly Hall, a director of women’s ministry at a Texas Presbyterian Church, exemplified
        the benevolent pedagogical voice of rehabilitation when publicly shaming some of her sons’ female friends. Hall
        used her blog to single out a few high school girls who posted Facebook photos of themselves in sexy poses and
        various states of undress. Addressing the girls, Hall (2013) wrote, “it appears that
        you are not wearing a bra… . [and] I can’t help but notice the red carpet pose, the extra-arched back, and the
        sultry pout. What’s up?” With her casual, hip lingo, Hall (2013) compliments the girls’ intelligence before
        declaring, “That post doesn’t reflect who you are at all! We think you are lovely and interesting, and usually
        very smart. But, we had to cringe and wonder what you were trying to do? Who are you trying to reach? What are
        you trying to say? I know your family would not be thrilled at the thought of my teenage boys seeing you only
        in your towel… . You don’t want our boys to only think of you in this sexual way, do you?” With benevolent
        condescension, Hall (2013) answers her own question, painting an alluring ideal of womanhood to which these
        girls should aspire: “Neither do we. We’re all more than that… . Every day I pray for the women my boys will
        love. I hope they will be drawn to real beauties, the kind of women who will leave them better people in the
        end.” Imploring the girls to change their ways, Hall (2013) offers them an inspiring vision of moral reform:
      


      
        Girls, it’s not too late! If you think you’ve made an on-line mistake (we all do – don’t fret – I’ve made some
        doozies, even today), RUN to your accounts and take down the closed-door bedroom selfies that make[s] it too
        easy for friends to see you in only one dimension. Will you trust me? There are boys out there waiting and
        hoping for women of character. Some young men are fighting the daily uphill battle to keep their minds pure,
        and their thoughts praiseworthy – just like you. You are growing into a real beauty, inside and out. Act like
        her, speak like her, post like her.
      


      
        As so often happens in the digital age, Hall’s little blog post suddenly became an object of national attention
        as writers for the Huffington Post, journalists as far away as Chicago and Arizona, and countless feminist
        bloggers picked up the story. These observers often noted the quaint, normative moral vision that Hall’s blog
        post prioritized. One journalist, Deborah Cruz (2013), attacked Hall’s moral policing style, admitting that she
        “take[s] issue when another mother … takes it upon herself to bestow her passive aggressive condescension onto
        the entire teen female population.” When Hall quickly found herself attacked on innumerable fronts, she learned
        a lesson in the digital moralism she had directed in such a saccharine way to her sons’ female Facebook
        friends.
      


      
        Yet Hall’s case teaches us more than how quickly moral outrage can spread on the web. It also shows how
        rehabilitative shaming has become increasingly casual and widespread in the digital age. As social media have
        given rise to new impulses of self-display and self-archival, they have likewise granted morally anxious
        personalities like Kimberly Hall access to new sources and venues for moral outrage and offense. Although Hall
        framed her attack in a nurturing, rehabilitative rhetoric, this rhetorical posture ultimately covered over the
        real struggle for social and moral reconstitution in which her slut-shaming took place. At the core of Hall’s
        (2013) attack, of course, lies a plea for young women to adopt her normative vision of tame femininity: “You
        are growing into a real beauty, inside and out. Act like her, speak like her, post like her.” While it is
        doubtful that Hall’s moral vision inspired any young women to stop taking sultry selfies, her rhetoric reveals
        the larger, underlying moral anxieties that bolster shaming practices. Perhaps most of all, Hall’s actions
        expose the myth of post-assassination social rehabilitation in all its paternalistic naiveté. By
        positing a rational subject who can be ridiculed and shamed into reform, the logics of rehabilitative shaming
        fuel the rampant moral entrepreneurism that lies behind many contemporary trends in shaming and character
        assassination.
      


      
        Not all slut-shaming, however, is fueled by rehabilitative impulses. Indeed, perhaps most of the web’s
        slut-shaming endeavors are aligned with vindictive apparatuses of exposure and marginalization. The practice of doxxing, for instance, which involves publicly exposing
        otherwise private documents and information about people without their consent, has been around for some time,
        though it has flourished because of the “new media” apparatuses that have made it so easy to do. Consider the
        variety of shaming websites, such as ShesAHomeWrecker.com, that allow
        audiences to submit profiles of women who have allegedly taken part in extramarital affairs. These profiles
        include photos, narratives, addresses, and phone numbers of the offending women, and users can search their
        archives by state. ShesAHomeWrecker.com has ventured into social
        media as well, where they tweet at @exposeamistress. And of course, all of these exposés (and others) are
        posted to their popular and frequently updated Facebook page, which have several hundred thousand “likes.” And
        like many of these exposé websites, ShesAHomeWrecker.com (and its
        counterpart HesAHomeWrecker.com) fuel a more general culture of
        snooping and suspicion by advertising such products as mSpy, a smartphone app that allows users to record all
        text messages, verbal conversations, and even locations of a targeted cell phone. It is on account of such
        apparatuses that doxxing and other vengeful practices have become so commonplace. Given the many resources that
        make vindictive behaviors possible, in other words, it’s no wonder that digital culture has cultivated a more
        widespread thirst for moral outrage and ostracism.
      

    

    
      A Thirst for Moral Outrage and Ostracism


      
        The common impulse behind shaming reminds us of Harold Garfinkel’s (1956, p. 420) classic insight that “there
        is no society that does not provide in the very features of its organization the conditions sufficient for
        inducing shame… . [T]here is no society whose social structure does not provide, in its routine features, the
        conditions of identity degradation.”5 In his description of “degradation
        ceremonies” Garfinkel set out to analyze the ways in which rituals of public condemnation like shaming are
        deployed to reinforce communal standards of conduct and morality. Governing through shame and condemnation, he
        points out, is hardly a new impulse. Rather, the processes by which social transgressions are sought out and
        then ceremoniously punished have simply been reinvigorated by new surveillance and communication technologies.
        Since the rise of social media, these technologies have become an essential force in the establishment and
        maintenance of moral norms. Now that ubiquitous computing has empowered most citizens to seek out, observe,
        record, and broadly publicize their peers’ moral infractions, digital technologies have become central to
        processes of collectivized moral government. Indeed, the very conditions of cohesive social identity are
        predicated on expressive cultural practices of moral indignation, ostracism, exclusion, and isolation. These
        ceremonies are continuously reproduced in social praxis, concretizing into forms of public memory and
        collective knowledge that allow the community to reflect on and recreate itself by its legacies of shaming and
        character assassination.
      


      
        One of the most interesting tendencies of these assassination rituals is that, while they have normalizing
        effects, they normalize through the creation and reinforcement of social division. Describing the
        various practices by which the ostracized other is constituted “as a social object,” Garfinkel (1956, p. 420)
        asserts that these rituals introduce a chasm into social relations, “fully identifying” him or her with a class
        of shamed or ostracized personalities: “Persons identified for their socially categorized and socially
        understood behavior will be said to be ‘totally’ identified. The degradation ceremonies here discussed are
        those that are concerned with the alteration of total identities.” In other words, the moral or criminal
        offenses carried out by the shamed party are not intelligible as isolated acts, but as defining, constitutive
        evidence of the offender’s status as offender, as a member of a shifting class of outcast individuals.
        The shaming ceremony is the public fulfillment of this “total” reconstitution. Accordingly, for Garfinkel
        (1956, p. 421), these acts of exclusion are collective rites of identity
        “destruction”: “The transformation of identities is the destruction of one social object and the constitution
        of another… . The other person becomes in the eyes of his condemners literally a different and new
        person. It is not that the new attributes are added to the old ‘nucleus.’ He is not changed, he is
        reconstituted.” This public degradation creates a social outcast insofar as it reconstitutes the shamed
        individual on the basis of his or her division from society (a fact that further belies the myth of
        rehabilitation). This reconstitution, therefore, is more than the alienation of a solitary individual via
        spectacular ostracism; it is constitutive of society in the sense that, as Garfinkel observes, society’s very
        existence relies on “identity degradation” and thus the structural production and maintenance of internal
        enemies. Rituals such as Garfinkel’s assassination ceremonies, therefore, are an essential method of societal
        maintenance.
      


      
        As with the digital “pillory,” Garfinkel’s analysis could be supplemented with some further critical insight.
        For example, shaming ceremonies are hardly sufficient in themselves to effect a total reconstitution of a
        social enemy. This ostracism must be reproduced through micro-practices of exclusion throughout the social
        order. While shaming rituals might galvanize widespread public disapproval, they are only one aspect of more
        participatory and communal processes of ostracism. It is also important to note that shaming rituals take place
        in ongoing struggles for social reconstitution; therefore, they do not always create “the enemy” against which
        society defines itself, but rather assert claims about who should be an enemy. While the medieval
        pillory might have been a successful instrument of identity reformation by reducing its victim to a more or
        less universally recognized class of outcasts, the pillory-ritual’s efficacy depended on the accepted authority
        of the sovereign to revoke bonds of citizenship. In twenty-first century America, however, particularly since
        the rise of social media, many everyday citizens attempt to use the ostensible public-ness of the Internet to
        carry out similar rites of identity destruction against their peers. While these efforts do not have the same
        effect as pillories, they are an important – if often clumsy and ineffective – impulse of character
        assassination, moral policing, and social activism.
      


      
        Perhaps most importantly, these trends illustrate how our society’s thirst for moral outrage and
        marginalization has been fueled by the participatory media climate of the digital era. This thirst has resulted
        in the proliferation of shaming practices and discourses. Mark Peters (2013) of Slate magazine, for
        instance, observes how the overuse of the term “shaming” has rendered it a dull instrument of social critique.
        Reflecting on this overuse, Peters bemoans the fact that: “Breast-feeding advocates are sometimes accused of
        formula-shaming moms. I’ve also seen social-media-shaming, tattoo-shaming, luxury-shaming,
        attendance-shaming, snack-shaming, bigot-shaming, privilege-shaming,
        salary-shaming, single-shaming (i.e., shaming the nonmarried or nonattached), [and]
        fedora-shaming.” For Peters, this careless extension of the “shaming” label to every form of criticism
        is potentially dangerous, as it risks emptying the word of its important political content. Peters (2013)
        argues, “We really should restrain ourselves from mindlessly slapping this label on every single thing in the
        world that makes us feel bad. I’d hate to lose such a potent word to the Buzzword Abyss, especially since real
        shaming – the kind mostly done by misogynist jerks or terrible parents – is a true disgrace.” While Peters
        contends that we should save the term “shaming” for those who really deserve it, we are less concerned with
        maintaining the term’s integrity than showing how its clichéd circulation is a symptom of the contemporary
        state of American moral regulation and character assassination. From our perspective, “shaming” is less a
        politically charged term than a historically situated social practice that has gathered significant momentum in
        our hyper-mediated present. In fact, although shaming is fueled by our contemporary technocultural milieu, it
        is still backed up by classic political rationalities based on the ostracism of moral deviants.
      


      
        We see this, for example, in a conservative defense of slut-shaming penned by James
        E. Miller, the editor-in-chief of the libertarian Ludwig von Mises Institute of Canada. After using his blog to
        declare, “Slut-shaming now, slut-shaming tomorrow, slut-shaming forever,” Miller (2013) proclaims himself “an
        enthusiastic proponent of the modern practice of shaming sluts.” In a predictable move, Miller (2013) goes so
        far as to locate slut shaming at the foundation of Western civilization: “Frowning upon lewd behavior is not
        exactly a new phenomenon. It has existed since Christianity, in Rod Dreher’s words, brought about a reasoned
        liberation from the ‘sexually exploitive Greco-Roman culture.’ … Where man would only use his body for
        frivolous, short-lived pleasure, he now found purpose in himself as a being worthy of respect and reserve.” For
        Miller, “slutty” behavior is reminiscent of a more barbaric, hedonistic age in which sexual exploitation ruled
        the day. Slut-shaming, therefore, “is a welcome course of action – even more so in an era where young women
        wear their craving for erotic climax as a badge of honor … True human power comes from resisting hedonistic
        temptation. It comes from placing reason above animalistic urges” (Miller, 2013). Lambasting contemporary
        American sexual morality and popular culture, Miller goes on to argue that earlier generations shunned sexual
        inhibition because “they were championing a standard of decency that holds mankind (and womankind, to please
        the more gentle reader) up as more than a fornicating wildebeest” (2013). Slut-shaming, therefore, isn’t just
        about causing an individual shame; it’s about protecting society from an invasive moral threat. Commenting on
        Miley Cyrus’s bizarre, titillating romp at the 2013 MTV Music Awards,6 Miller
        (2013) avers: “In truth, I am happy to join the shunning. Social ostracization is one of the most peaceful
        means for defending mores.”
      


      
        Miller’s slut-shaming provides an excellent illustration of the ties between character assassination and
        broader schemes of moral regulation. Miller, of course, is not really trying to cause Miley Cyrus any deep
        personal shame; rather, he advocates slut-shaming as a means of regulating the social by enforcing traditional
        gender and sexual norms. Merely the term “slut,” Miller (2013) avers, implies the social fissures that
        accompany ostracism: “The term itself [slut shame] is borderline tautological. In a more sane time,
        promiscuousness was not a redeeming feature. It was looked down upon, and rightfully so. To call someone a slut
        was simultaneously an act of shaming. As far as I am concerned – and I would also wager the wider public – the
        perception has not changed.” In this larger fight for the moral direction of society, “slut-shaming” is less
        about causing shame than about naming those who deserve to be shunned. This attempted constitution of an
        ostracized class, we’ll remember, “is one of the most peaceful means for defending mores.” To Miller, the
        identification and isolation of the immoral is a fundamental process of civilization. We maintain that
        character assassinations are also often mobilized for the aim of social empowerment.
      

    

    
      Character Assassination as Social Empowerment


      
        Perhaps the crowning example of the digital slut-shaming movement is Cheaterville.com, which dubs itself “The #1 Online Dating Resource in the World.”
        In addition to its Facebook page, which has more than 350,000 likes, it also maintains a popular Twitter
        account, which is introduced with Cheaterville’s trademarked slogan: “Don’t Be the Last to Know™ – If you’ve
        been Cheated on, or know someone who has, visit us to report on, find out about, and denounce the misdeeds of
        Cheaters.”7 To facilitate amateur investigations and exposés, Cheaterville.com allows users to search by city and even to use an interactive
        map to see cheating “hot spots” around the United States. When a visitor clicks on a given city, s/he is
        greeted with all of that city’s cheater profiles, which are accompanied by lurid, submitter-generated tag lines
        (e.g., “Liar, cheater, & hypocrite!” and “Husband Cheats with Classmate Who Cheats on Her Bf”). These profiles allow users to view photographs as well as the name, Zodiac sign, maiden
        name, sexual preference, age, profession, education level, eye color, weight, and height of the exposed
        “Cheater.” Users are even encouraged to gather and post photographic evidence of the cheating taking place.
        And, if a particular cheater is especially unfortunate, s/he might be named “Cheater of the Day,” where her or
        his profile will be given pride of place on the website’s front page.
      


      
        Each profile also features submitter-generated narratives that detail the Cheater’s daily habits, last known
        whereabouts, and sexual proclivities. One jilted lover, for example, had this to say about his ex-girlfriend:
        “She is a lying, cheating, manipulative **** stricken narcissistic sociopath.” After detailing a few of the
        woman’s sexual transgressions, the poster alleges that she has a sexually transmitted disease: “so future
        victims, beware… . [I]f you can look past the 4lbs of makeup, the pushup bras, spanx to hold everything in
        place and the fact that she has ****** then more power to you… . Gentlemen you have been warned” (Cheaterville,
        2014a). Cheaterville’s narratives illustrate how these sites offer outlets for vindictive ex-lovers to lash out
        in revenge against the men and women who have jilted them. Many Cheaterville users adopt a familiar refrain,
        justifying their hostile behavior by appealing to the righteousness of exposing the immoral. One poster, for
        example, denounces his ex-girlfriend before noting that all such women “deserve to be outed for exactly what
        they are”: “[The woman] is so nasty that she actually was cheating on her husband with her boss and cheating on
        her boss with another poor soul who works for her! Can’t make this up! … A double cheat! This lady has SERIOUS
        issues and is disgustingly low… . She just cant [sic] help herself. They deserve to be outed for exactly what
        they are” (Cheaterville, 2014b). Cheaterville users, however, are not the only ones who promote this pedagogy
        of revenge. Cheaterville’s proprietor, James McGibney, agreed with an interviewer for Platinum Girl
        Celebrity Blog when she asserted, “It’s apparent the overarching intent [of Cheaterville] is to empower
        victims and prevent those who could be” (Taylor, 2012). Toward this goal, Cheaterville’s master account
        occasionally singles out high priority targets for crowdsourced surveillance. For example, in April 2014 the
        message happened to be, “[Cheaterville.com] Needs Your Help Identifying
        the Current Physical Location of Convicted Felon and Cyber-Stalker Thomas R.”8
      


      
        These familiar rhetorics of empowerment and cooperative crowdsourcing gloss over the political realities in
        which Cheaterville and similar shaming sites operate. Cheaterville, for example, is a hotbed of sexist outrage.
        In 2012, McGibney boasted that of Cheaterville’s almost one million posts, eighty-one percent are against women
        “cheaters” (HuffPostLive, 2012).9 Unsurprisingly, women have always borne the
        brunt of the Cheaterville blast. In fact, Cheaterville is the tame reincarnation of IsAnyoneUp.com, a “revenge porn” site that encouraged users to submit nude
        photographs of ex-lovers. In the words of IsAnyoneUp.com’s founder, Hunter
        Moore, the site was “a place where revengeful exes come for a peace of mind [sic]” (Cheaterville, 2012). After
        spending a few days getting to know Moore, Rolling Stone journalist Alex Morris described the
        will-to-assassinate that drew Moore toward revenge porn: “the Internet can provide a viable career alternative
        if you know how to read and manipulate its trends. This involves giving people what they want and, according to
        Moore, what people want is ‘to hurt one another’ and ‘to get back at the people that hurt them’ ” (Morris,
        2012). The 350,000 unique daily visitors drawn to IsAnyoneUp’s project, however, were soon disappointed to find
        that McGibney had acquired IsAnyoneUp.com and remolded it into the more
        respectable Cheaterville.com (see Dodero, 2013). While IsAnyoneUp had
        used nude photos to shame (mostly women) ex-lovers – between fifteen and thirty per day (Morris, 2012) –
        Cheaterville eschewed pornography and opted for a slicker, more politically correct facade.
      


      
        Despite this shift away from revenge porn and its doxxing-like nature, however,
        Cheaterville has stuck by its vindictive guns. This is nowhere clearer than in its advertisements, which sell
        the opportunity for vengeful attacks. One ad, in particular, urges its potential users: “Don’t go down without
        a fight! Fight Infidelity, Post a Known Cheater Now!” Tapping into the vindictive impulses in current shaming
        culture, the ad features a well-dressed woman wearing boxing gloves, crouched to her knees and punching a man
        in the groin. The male cheater is doubled over in pain, reeling from the blow. Cheaterville, the ad implies,
        empowers jilted lovers to “fight” back against cheaters on a democratized battlefront: the digital exposé.
      


      
        Cheaterville.com, of course, did not emerge in a cultural vacuum – in
        fact, it arose in a network of exposé business enterprises that also includes Bullyville.com, a site dedicated to outing so-called bullies. While it might seem
        strange that Bullyville.com and Cheaterville.com are joint ventures, McGibney is not the only entrepreneur to
        bring together diverse exposé websites under a single commercial umbrella. For example, Cyrus Sullivan, the
        founder of CyberBullyingReport.com, also began IllegalAlienReport.com – a site that allowed citizens to report people they
        suspect of being undocumented workers – as well as STDCarriers.com, which
        allowed users to generate profiles of people with sexually transmitted diseases. The fact that these shaming
        sites emerge from the same entrepreneurial cloth reveals an important element of digital culture: the web’s
        exposé/assassination genre responds and contributes to a growing tendency to locate cheaters, “sluts,” bullies,
        rude drivers, undocumented workers, the politically or culturally insensitive, the obese, and countless other
        offenders in order to expose them to the scrutiny and condemnation of their peers. Examples of such platforms
        abound. On Twitter, men can investigate their potential love interests on @hoesExposed and @STDDatabase. The
        social network Flickr has provided users with an opportunity to share photos of all kinds of annoying or
        offensive behavior. Some of the more lighthearted of these include “ycantpark,” which allows users to submit
        photos of selfish or sloppy drivers, and “IHateStupidPeople,” which encourages users to track down and submit
        photos of various sorts of embarrassing and bizarre public behavior. Celebrity culture, too, is awash in
        crowdsourced celebrity surveillance sites, which encourage people to track down celebrities and submit
        narratives and photos that detail everything from the scandalous to the utterly mundane. And Reddit, in
        particular, is filled with countless subreddits devoted to its users’ lateral surveillance and amateur exposés.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Amid this explosive growth of shaming culture, Cheaterville.com and other
        slut-shaming enterprises are more indicative of a general surveillance/exposé cultural impulse than an
        entrepreneurial concern with a single moral issue. This observation, in fact, allows us to depart from
        Garfinkel and other shame theorists: while they focus on how these ceremonies affect the shamed, we would also
        like to observe how these ceremonies affect the shamers. Critics of digital shaming tend to overlook this
        larger structural flaw in the contemporary ethics of shaming and lateral surveillance. Lauding the socially
        conservative role of shaming, for instance, Daniel Solove (2008, p. 102) writes: “Without the threat of shame,
        people would transgress norms, making society less orderly and civil. But … although shaming is done to further
        social order, it paradoxically can have the opposite result. Instead of enhancing social control and order,
        Internet shaming often careens out of control. It targets people without careful consideration of all the facts
        and punishes them for their supposed infractions without proportionality. Shaming becomes uncivil, moblike, and
        potentially subversive of the very social order that it tries to protect.” While Solove is right to warn
        against the dangers of shaming, he critiques it for the wrong reasons. Instead of worrying about shoring up the social order by policing online “incivility” and norm
        subversion, perhaps we should consider these transgressions to be less harmful than the larger cultural shift
        toward obsessive moral policing. Indeed, as Gray Cavender, Kishonna Gray and Kenneth Miller (2011, pp. 255–256)
        have pointed out, these acts of shaming are often “less about lowering the status of the degrades … and more
        about reaffirming the status of the degraders.” The status of the shamers, therefore, is as much at stake as
        the status of the shamed. In this present conjuncture of cultural and technological development, we are seeing
        the emergence of a peculiarly digital brand of the moralistic seeing-saying citizen. We all risk being pulled
        into this brand of high-octane moralism in the name of safety, security, and moral purity. But amid the trendy
        banality of character assassination in the digital age, moral policing itself is the greater social danger, not
        sluts, immigrants, fedora-wearers, bigots, bullies, or even the tattooed.
      


      
        In the digital present, we are confronted with a convergence of technical and cultural momenta that is
        characterized by a growing drive to find, document, and display others’ transgressions. This provides an
        important point of contrast to the kind of moral vigilance often enacted in the past. To take just one example,
        the temperance movement to reduce alcohol-use in the 1800s was a moral crusade fought principally on legal and
        scientific grounds. The legal tensions that structured that movement’s activism styles tend to be less
        important in digital shaming culture. Moreover, while much of the temperance movement based its moral activism
        in scientific knowledge and legal struggle, with digital shaming we have moved fully from a scientific and
        juridical marginalization of the subject into more amateur apparatuses of ostracism and rehabilitation. Perhaps
        most of all, while temperance activists took personal responsibility for altering their peers’ conduct by
        directly confronting them with communicative action, this sort of interpersonal evangelism has in many cases
        given way to the passive-aggressive phenomenon of public “shaming.” The onus for moral correction, therefore,
        is deferred by the vigilant citizen and placed into the hands of other members of the community. The explosive
        growth of ubiquitous computing and social media provides everyday citizens with the tools necessary to
        participate in these fast-paced digital battles for ostracism and exclusion (Ingraham and Reeves, 2016). What
        we have, then, is not simply a class of gatekeepers that singles out social offenders for ostracism, although
        that, of course, continues to happen in certain venues. Rather, we are left to deal with a decentralized
        phenomenon of social warfare that brings to mind Andrejevic’s (2007, pp. 43–44) characterization of vigilance
        in the digital age: the tendency “to pit all against all in a manner that undermines a sense of the social and
        threatens to replace community with a variant of hypersuspicious survivalist individualism.” This pitting of
        all against all, therefore, isn’t simply bad for the assassinated; it’s bad for the assassins, as well.
      

    

    
      Notes


      
        1. Thanks to John Jackson for his elegant formulation of this distinction.
      


      
        2. For a similar conclusion, see Cobb, 2007.
      


      
        3. In addition to the authors we address later in the chapter, see Sedgwick,
        2003; Ngai, 2007; Woodward, 2009.
      


      
        4. Also see Foucault, 2009.
      


      
        5. Also see Williams, 1942.
      


      
        6. See the video archived here: “Miley Cyrus Unplugged,” MTV.com, September 4, 2013, www.mtv.com/shows/miley_cyrus_unplugged/we-cant-stop-blurred-lines-give-it-2-u-medley/942064/video/#id=1720754.
      


      
        7. See https://twitter.com/CheaterVille.
      


      
        8. The post actually specifies “Bullyville,” Cheaterville’s companion
        anti-bullying site. In addition, I have abbreviated the alleged offender’s name. See www.cheaterville.com/?page=articles&id=100554.
      


      
        9. It is interesting to note that forty-percent of those posts, or about
        thirty-two percent overall, were posted by other women.
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      After making an awkward comment in a Twitter discussion, an aspiring writer becomes a target of a negative
      reviews campaign. The sales of her first book drop sharply and the publisher revokes an already signed offer for
      her second book.
    


    
      A junior high student finds that a screenshot of his comment on a friend’s Facebook post has been shared on a
      variety of education-related discussion threads and social media pages. Taken out of context, the screenshot
      implies that he is cheating on his tests and other assignments. This has resulted in a school-initiated
      investigation of his academic integrity and another student has been chosen to represent the school in upcoming
      competitions.
    


    
      After breaking up with her long-term boyfriend, a college student finds her intimate pictures posted in a variety
      of online venues. In all cases, it looks as though she has posted these pictures herself.
    


    
      A school principal discovers that private romantic messages he exchanged with a married colleague have been made
      public online. This results in a local community campaign to fire him from his job as morally unfit to lead the
      school.1
    


    
      Despite manifold differences in demographics and social position, all these people have one thing in common: they
      have each experienced an attack on their character and reputation – or, in other words, character assassination.
      Current research defines character assassination as “the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation”
      (Shiraev, 2014). Today, more often than not, such attacks are conducted by means of social media and other
      digital technologies.
    


    
      Human behaviour in cyberspace has only become a research focus relatively recently, and there are still
      significant gaps in our knowledge of the benefits and risks associated with digital environments. This chapter
      will present a brief overview of current research on aggressive behaviours in online settings and explore two
      psychological theories often used to explain perpetrators’ behaviour in online attacks. First, the reader will be
      provided with data on the prevalence and impact of aggressive online behaviours. Second, two concepts from
      psychological theory – moral disengagement and dark personalities – will be introduced and
      discussed in relation to cyber-aggression research. As part of this discussion, a study of dark personality
      traits and engagement in harmful online behaviours, recently conducted with a sample of Russian Facebook users by
      a research group that included the author of this chapter, will be presented. Finally, we will explore the
      explanatory power of these theories and their potential to develop strategies for controlling negative events
      such as character assassination attacks in cyberspace.
    


    
      Aggressive Behaviours and Character Assassination in
      Cyberspace


      
        Today, internet coverage and digital-technology use in Western countries is widespread, with penetration as
        high as ninety per cent of the total population. According to Pew Research, seventy-three per cent of US adults
        go online on a daily basis (Perrin, 2015). The rapid growth in internet access and the popularity of various
        online services are also observed in a number of developing countries (Poushter, 2016). According to the Global
        Web Index report, over one billion people worldwide use at least one social networking site; the average user
        has five-and-a-half accounts and is active on at least three platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, and
        Instagram (GlobalWebIndex, 2017). In sum, a significant and growing percentage of the world’s population is
        currently engaged in online communication.
      


      
        Since the invention of the internet and related technologies, the world of interpersonal communication has
        changed dramatically. These technologies enable us to stay connected with friends and loved ones across great
        distances (Masedu et al., 2014). We find friends, lovers and partners among people we would probably never have
        met in an era before digital reality. For instance, a 2013 study of a nationally representative US sample of
        individuals married between 2005 and 2012 showed that one-third of marriages began as an online relationship
        (Cacioppo et al., 2013). Modern technology allows for an expanded network of collaborations in a variety of
        professional fields and means users have vast amounts of information at their fingertips (Mayol and Dziakova,
        2017; Sawhney, Verona and Prandelli, 2005; Roberts et al., 2015).
      


      
        The positive social role and myriad helpful applications of online digital technologies are impossible to
        overlook. However, as they have advanced, it has become clear that they can also serve as a venue for a variety
        of harmful behaviours. Recent years have therefore seen steady growth in scholarly interest in various types of
        harmful online behaviour, their causes and consequences.
      


      
        The most common terms used by researchers to describe harmful behaviours enacted in online environments are
        cyber-aggression and cyberbullying. The key difference between these two terms is that the word
        “aggression” refers to an array of intentional behaviours that aim to harm another person, while “bullying”
        refers to a specific type of aggression that entails a power imbalance and repeated aggressive acts toward
        another individual. Thus, “cyberbullying” is defined as “an aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group
        or individual, using electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily
        defend him or herself” (Smith et al., 2008), whereas cyber-aggression is a more general term that denotes a
        wide range of harmful online behaviours. For the purposes of this chapter, we will use the broad term
        “cyber-aggression” as a generic descriptor of the whole range of aggressive acts carried out by means of modern
        digital technologies.
      


      
        Research indicates that cyber-aggression is by no means rare. High rates of victimization have been observed in
        different populations and in a variety of online contexts. A systematic review of cyberbullying studies found
        that among middle and high school students, between one and forty-one per cent of students had engaged in
        cyberbullying, between three and seventy-two per cent had been victims of cyberbullying, and between two and
        seventeen per cent had both bullied and been bullied (Selkie, Fales and Moreno, 2016). Less is known about
        cyber-aggression in adult samples, but data from various studies indicate that such experiences are likewise
        common. In two recent studies of college student populations, between fifty and seventy-five per cent of
        subjects were found to have experienced cyber-aggression within an online dating relationship in the previous
        twelve months (Borrajo, Gámez-Guadix and Calvete, 2015; Marganski and Melander, 2015). There are a lot of gaps
        and methodological issues in this area of research; further scholarly exploration is necessary to enhance our
        understanding of cyber-aggression and its prevalence among different age cohorts and
        across cultures. However, even at this early stage it is possible to conclude that significant numbers of
        people experience cyber-aggression at some point in their lives. The available research demonstrates that such
        experiences have a detrimental effect on the mental health of victims and are associated with internalising
        problems and suicidal ideation (Bannink et al., 2014; Gini et al., 2017; Suzuki et al., 2011). Importantly, a
        recent study of an adolescent sample demonstrated that experiencing cyber-aggression can have a concrete
        negative impact on mental health outcomes even after controlling for offline victimisation experiences (Sargent
        et al., 2016).
      


      
        How do cyber-aggression and character assassination fit together? While not all instances of cyber-aggression
        entail character assassination – instead being carried out in private, where the tormented target is the only
        person who knows what is going on (e.g., cyber-stalking, some instances of cyberbullying) – many cases of
        cyber-aggression rely on the public nature of our online presence. In such instances, the open, communicative
        nature of cyberspace provides the attacker with opportunities to use public shaming and defamation of the
        target as instruments of aggression. The phenomena therefore overlap: character assassination may be seen as
        both a central component and the intended outcome of many acts of cyber-aggression. As such, psychological
        findings from the field of cyber-aggression research can be deployed to explore character assassination and
        related psychological variables. In particular, we believe that character assassination studies may benefit
        from the exploration of psychological models and theories used to explain and predict engagement in
        cyber-aggression. The following section of this chapter details the concepts of moral disengagement and dark
        personalities as they relate to the study of aggressive behaviours in cyberspace.
      

    

    
      Character Assassination: Psychology of the Perpetrator


      
        A number of studies have attempted to assess the characteristics of individuals who engage in cyber-aggression
        and to describe possible mechanisms that facilitate such engagement. Demographic variables, time spent online
        and technological proficiency have been explored as possible behavioural factors enabling participation in
        cyber-aggression, with mixed results (Balakrishnan, 2015; Kokkinos, Antoniadou and Markos, 2014; Ronis and
        Slaunwhite, 2017; Sticca et al., 2013). Fun-seeking, boredom-relief and retaliation were found to be some of
        the factors driving cyber-aggression in school samples (Compton, Campbell and Mergler, 2014). In another study,
        borderline personality features, characterised by internal scripts permissive of aggression, were found to
        correlate with cyberbullying behaviours among adolescents (Stockdale et al., 2015). Finally, Lowry et
        al. applied social learning theory to explain why adults engage in cyberbullying, and Doane et al.
        showed how the Theory of Reasoned Action can be used to describe predictors of engagement in cyber-bullying
        among college students (Doane, Pearson and Kelley, 2014; Lowry et al., 2016). Overall, there is a rapidly
        increasing amount of theory-driven research into psychological correlates of cyber-aggression.
      


      
        In this chapter, we will focus on the two psychological theories/explanatory models developed by the field of
        cyber-aggression studies that we consider most relevant to character assassination research. These are the
        concepts of “moral disengagement” and “dark personalities.”
      


      
        Moral Disengagement


        
          How does it come to pass that sane, prosocial individuals who function well in society and are respected by
          their peers commit acts of despicable cruelty toward their fellow human beings? What makes such behaviour
          possible in people who are perfectly capable of distinguishing right from wrong,
          who have been taught by their parents and teachers to be kind, and who think of themselves as good people and
          law-abiding citizens? How does an individual reconcile his or her declared humanistic values and positive
          self-image with the victimization and persecution of others?
        


        
          In the psychological literature, moral disengagement is described as a cognitive mechanism that facilitates
          ordinary people’s perpetration of harmful behaviours. It is a process by which wrongful or deviant behaviour
          is mentally transformed in such a way that it becomes dissociated from the individual’s declared norms and
          values and/or reframed as justified and noble (Moore, 2015).
        


        
          This concept was originally proposed by the psychologist Albert Bandura and is part of his social cognitive
          theory of moral agency (Bandura, 1991). According to this theory, our behaviours and choices are based on our
          identity as a moral agent, i.e., on our standards of right and wrong. Our moral self directs our behaviour by
          generating certain emotional responses: we “feel bad” when we go against our internal set of moral values, we
          are outraged when we observe behaviours that offend our moral sense, we are inspired and touched by the
          exhibition of behaviours in line with our moral code. One way to keep one’s self-respect, avoid negative
          emotions and continue to preach one’s values while simultaneously acting in a way that runs counter to those
          values, Bandura suggests, is to perform a mental act of moral disengagement. He enumerates eight strategies
          for performing such an act (Bandura et al., 1996):
        


        
          	Moral Justification occurs when an individual views his or her behaviour as justified by a worthy
          or moral purpose. For instance, subjecting another human being to torture becomes acceptable when it is
          justified by the noble goal of obtaining the information necessary to protect citizens from terrorist
          attacks. From the other side, a terror act carried out in the name of religious principles and faith can
          likewise be considered an example of moral justification.


          	Euphemistic Language means sanitising language in such a way as to remove the aggressive
          connotation and/or negative impact of the action. Language shapes our thought processes and perception of
          events; a negative act is easier to perform (or ignore) when it is described in innocent or detached,
          technical words. For example, in military jargon, soldiers “dispatch targets” rather than kill people, while
          in the corporate world workers are not laid off but given “alternative career opportunities.” Framing an
          aggressive act as simply a “harmless joke” may also be considered a form of euphemistic language use.


          	Advantageous Comparison sets up a contrast: negative behaviour is justified by comparing it to
          even more reprehensible behaviour. This approach serves to trivialise morally questionable behaviour. One
          example of advantageous comparison is the widespread use of so-called “whataboutism” – the practice of
          responding to an accusation by making a counteraccusation – in discussions on an array of political
          issues.


          	Displacement of Responsibility involves blaming one’s superiors for morally questionable actions.
          This strategy creates a type of self-exemption, where an individual regards himself or herself as merely a
          passive instrument in the realisation of someone else’s decisions and therefore not responsible for the
          decisions’ consequences. Displacement of responsibility has been cited as a central mechanism in war crimes,
          political terror, etc.


          	Diffusion of Responsibility refers to a situation where responsibility for the action is
          distributed between all members of a certain group in such a way that no individual feels personally
          responsible.


          	Disregarding or Distorting the Consequences of one’s actions allows an individual to feel little
          restraint because the harm caused is minimised or denied. It becomes easy to hurt another person, both physically and psychologically, when the impact on the victim is not visible
          to the attacker. For instance, mechanised weapon systems allow a soldier to commit mass killings without
          witnessing the injury and death caused at the mere push of a button.


          	Dehumanisation involves describing a person or group in such a way as to deny them human
          attributes (feelings, hopes, dignity, the ability to feel pain, etc.). They are labelled or objectified as
          lesser, sub-human entities, such that the moral code guiding an individual’s behaviour toward fellow human
          beings no longer applies.


          	Attribution of Blame is a way of avoiding responsibility for one’s harmful behaviours by placing
          the responsibility on the victims of said behaviours. This is often called victim-blaming and is exemplified
          by instances when a sexual assault is “explained” by the victim’s manner of dress.

        


        
          To date, moral disengagement has been described as a significant variable in bullying (Bussey, Fitzpatrick
          and Raman, 2015), racist behaviour (Faulkner and Bliuc, 2016), sexual harassment (Page and Pina, 2015),
          unethical workplace behaviours (Moore et al., 2012), and unethical consumer attitudes (Egan, Hughes and
          Palmer, 2015).
        


        
          The role of moral disengagement in cyber-aggression acts is currently a topic of debate. One possibility is
          that the very nature of online communication creates distance between the attacker and the victim, thus
          facilitating moral disengagement. Runions and Bak (2015) contend that cyber-communication distorts the
          consequences of one’s aggressive actions and contributes to the dehumanisation of the victim. Most
          communication online still relies on text as a medium, and the absence of visual cues may negatively affect a
          perpetrator’s capacity for empathy and thus facilitate aggressive acts: the target is not entirely real, the
          consequences are not evident, and it is easy to construct your own actions as a “joke” (an example of
          euphemistic language).
        


        
          Another factor that possibly facilitates moral disengagement in online settings, the two authors note, is the
          potential to misinterpret a target’s behaviour. In the absence of the social cues normally present in offline
          interactions, the target’s actions may be misinterpreted as hostile, making a perpetrator’s own aggressive
          behaviour a morally justified response.
        


        
          Finally, they suggest that the ease of sharing information online affords the diffusion of
          responsibility: internet users who repost humiliating, degrading or otherwise harmful content place the
          responsibility with whoever initially posted the content online and do not feel any personal responsibility
          for the harm done to the victim. Accordingly, we can see the emergence of “distributed” aggression: each
          individual act is small (one click to repost something) and the reposter’s perceived responsibility is
          minimal, but the cumulative damage may be much more than the sum of minor individual acts.
        


        
          A number of studies have found positive associations between involvement in aggressive behaviours online and
          levels of moral disengagement (Renati, Berrone and Zanetti, 2012; Wang et al., 2016). It is important to
          point out, however, that these studies did not consider that moral disengagement might play a different role
          in offline forms of aggression than in online ones.
        


        
          At least one study has attempted to explore the differential effects of moral disengagement in both
          traditional and cyber-aggression. This study demonstrated that while both traditional and cyber-aggression
          are related to moral disengagement, the association is stronger for traditional, offline forms of aggressive
          behaviour (Pornari and Wood, 2010). Interpreting the results from their sample of secondary school students,
          the authors argue that cyber-aggression may require lower levels of rationalisation and justification than
          traditional forms of aggressive behaviour because aggression in online environments is not perceived as real.
        


        
          We believe that the arguments put forward by Runions and Bak (2015) and the study results by Pornari and Wood
          (2010) are not, in fact, contradictory. The nature of online communication, with
          its relative anonymity and the ability to act brashly from the safety of one’s home, may indeed facilitate
          moral disengagement such that comparatively small doses of rationalisation and justification are sufficient
          to facilitate harmful behaviours in cyberspace.
        

      

      
        Dark Personality Traits


        
          The second explanatory construct we will consider in this chapter is dark personalities. The research
          group led by Delroy L. Paulhus at the University of British Columbia in the early 2000s proposed this concept
          to describe personalities characterised by socially objectionable traits that nevertheless fall within the
          normal range of everyday human behaviours (Paulhus 2014). Initially, three dark personality traits were
          described: Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy, collectively known as the Dark Triad (Paulhus and
          Williams, 2002).
        


        
          The first of these dark traits, Machiavellianism, is named after the Italian Renaissance diplomat and
          political theorist Niccoló Machiavelli, known for authoring a tractate which advised politicians to secure
          their power by means of carefully crafted – and often cruel or immoral – manipulations. In psychology, the
          use of the term Machiavellianism dates back to the work of Richard Christie in the 1960s (Paulhus and
          Williams, 2002). According to current research, individuals scoring high on Machiavellianism are
          characterised by manipulative interpersonal strategies, duplicity, cynical views on morality, and a strong
          focus on self-interest and personal gain (Muris et al., 2017).
        


        
          The concept of narcissism originates from the Greek mythological figure of Narcissus, a young man so
          enthralled by his own beauty that he was incapable of feeling anything for others. In modern psychology, the
          trait of narcissism refers to a preoccupation with one’s own image, grandiosity, a sense of entitlement and
          dominance, a feeling of superiority, and callousness toward others (Muris et al., 2017).
        


        
          Finally, the concept of psychopathy was originally proposed and used within the domain of psychiatry. It was
          subsequently adapted for the assessment of subclinical features on the same spectrum (Paulhus and Williams,
          2002). This personality trait is associated with callousness, a lack of empathy, impulsivity, thrill-seeking
          and antisocial behaviour, low anxiety, and superficial charm (Muris et al., 2017).
        


        
          While earlier researchers believed that all three dark personality traits were undistinguishable in
          non-clinical populations, Paulhus demonstrated that this is not so. Each of the dark traits, he found, is
          associated with a specific interpersonal strategy and associated risks for potential harm (Paulhus, 2014).
        


        
          In recent years, the concept of dark personality traits has been expanded to include a fourth dark trait:
          everyday sadism (Paulhus, 2014). This is a dark personality trait that entails deriving pleasure and/or
          excitement from hurting other people in everyday life (i.e., not in the context of criminal and/or deviant
          behaviour). It is described as a “pleasure-driven form of aggression” (Buckels, Jones and Paulhus, 2013).
        


        
          The relationship between dark personality traits and engagement in cyber-aggression has been the focus of
          attention in a number of recent studies. For instance, all three traits of the Dark Triad were found to be
          correlated with involvement in both image- and text-based cyberbullying in a sample of college students;
          however, a multiple regression analysis found that only psychopathy emerged as a unique predictor of
          engagement in this form of harmful online behaviour (Goodboy and Martin, 2015). A research group working with
          an adolescent sample came to similar conclusions, finding that only psychopathy was associated with
          engagement in cyber-aggression on social media (Pabian, De Backer and Vandebosch, 2015). In yet another study
          focused on online behaviours in adolescents, the researchers found that while Machiavellianism, psychopathy and sadism were all predictors of offline bullying, only
          sadism was predictive of engagement in cyberbullying (van Geel et al., 2017).
        


        
          Turning to adult samples, a group of researchers found that all four Dark Tetrad traits (Machiavellianism,
          narcissism, psychopathy and sadism) predict engagement in cyberstalking for both men and women (Smoker and
          March, 2017).
        


        
          In addition, a number of studies have explored the contribution of dark personality traits to engagement in
          trolling – another form of harmful online behaviour, where a “troll” behaves in a deliberately deceptive,
          disruptive, or insulting fashion (Buckels, Trapnell and Paulhus, 2014; Paavola et al., 2016). In a study
          conducted by a group of Australian researchers, engagement in trolling behaviours in the context of online
          dating was associated with psychopathy and sadism (March et al., 2017). Buckels, Trapnell and Paulhus (2014)
          found that psychopathy, sadism and Machiavellianism were all correlated with enjoyment of trolling, with
          Machiavellianism and sadism acting as unique predictors. In another study, however, only psychopathy and
          sadism were significant positive predictors of trolling behaviours on Facebook (Craker and March, 2016).
        


        
          Although these studies demonstrate a connection between dark personality traits and engagement in harmful
          online behaviours, it is important to point out that all of these studies were conducted among Western,
          English-speaking samples. As such, their findings might not be applicable to other regions and cultural
          groups. In order to assess the explanatory power of the dark personality traits concept in a different
          cultural and linguistic setting, our research group assessed the relationship between possession of Dark
          Triad traits and engagement in cyber-aggression in a large sample of adult Russian Facebook users
          (Bogolyubova et al., 2018). Three types of cyber-aggression were assessed: sending threatening and/or
          inappropriate private messages to other social network users; disseminating another person’s private
          information on social media; and posting insulting or threatening comments on other people’s posts. The study
          revealed that more than a quarter of the sample (25.3 per cent) reported having engaged at least in one type
          of assessed forms of cyber-aggression. Male study participants were more likely to write insulting or
          threatening comments on other people’s posts (33.1 per cent vs. 13.6 per cent of female respondents;
          χ2 = 297.76, p < .001) and send unwanted content and insults in messages
          (18.2 per cent vs. 7.6 per cent; χ2 = 147.37, p < .001). Psychopathy and
          male gender were identified as unique predictors of engaging in acts of cyber-aggression. To our knowledge,
          to date this is the only study linking dark traits to cyber-aggression in a non-English speaking sample, and
          it confirms the role of the trait of psychopathy in the initiation of harmful online behaviours.
        


        
          All in all, the concept of dark personalities has demonstrated its utility for explaining aggressive
          behaviours online and can be applied in different cultural settings. Let us now consider the interplay
          between dark personality traits and moral disengagement and explore how these concepts can enrich the field
          of character assassination research.
        

      
    

    
      Dark Personality Traits and Moral Disengagement in Relation to Character Assassination
      Attacks Online


      
        Dark personality traits and moral disengagement are related yet independent individual characteristics. Moral
        disengagement is closely associated with dark traits, but also captures facets of socially disagreeable
        character not explained by personality alone – i.e., specific cognitive tactics individuals use to disable
        their moral sense (Egan, Hughes and Palmer, 2015). Taken together, the concepts of moral disengagement and dark
        personalities provide researchers with a multidimensional theoretical framework within which to explore the
        psychological factors underpinning engagement in character assassination attacks in the digital realm.
      


      
        Based on a review of the literature presented in the previous sections of this
        chapter, we hypothesise that the four personality traits of the Dark Tetrad relate to the perpetration of
        character assassination attacks in different ways. For instance, Paulhus (2014) states that callousness – a
        feature of all Dark Tetrad traits – is expressed differently depending on the trait and has unique features
        associated with each trait. By extension, we hypothesise that individuals scoring high on narcissism will tend
        to engage in character assassination attacks as a means of attracting attention and gaining popularity. For
        those with high scores on Machiavellianism, engagement in character assassination attacks can be a part of
        carefully devised strategy aimed at long-term personal gain. In turn, psychopaths may act impulsively and
        engage in character assassination attacks on the spur of the moment or for immediate gain, with total disregard
        for the damage done to another individual. Finally, individuals with high levels of everyday sadism may
        actively seek out opportunities to engage in character assassination as an effective way to hurt and “punish”
        other people. Overall, people exhibiting different Dark Tetrad traits may have substantial differences in their
        motivations for engaging in character assassination attacks, as well as in the likelihood that they would
        initiate – as opposed to merely sustain (e.g., by reposting) – such an attack online.
      


      
        Over and above dark personality dispositions, moral disengagement is a result of cognitive manoeuvres that
        allow an individual to cause harm to another human being. When it comes to character assassination attacks, at
        least five moral disengagement strategies can be identified:
      


      
        	Moral justification is possibly involved in facilitating character assassination attacks when there
        is a perceived transgression on the part of the target. In this case, the act of character assassination
        (including reposting defamatory information) is seen as serving a noble purpose: punishing a villain.


        	Euphemistic language can involve framing a character assassination attack as a joke (which cannot
        possible have any serious consequences for the target and may even be beneficial for teaching someone to loosen
        up), as the pursuit of truth, and/or as the enactment of justice (in conjunction with moral
        justification).


        	Diffusion of responsibility easily explains the distribution of character attack-related content
        online by users with no initial connection to the attack. Just as with other types of cyber-aggression, during
        a character assassination act, users may repost defamatory posts because they look exciting (shocking, funny,
        etc.) without checking the origin of the material, questioning its content or considering the potential impact
        of its distribution on the target. For instance, numerous users may repost Photoshopped images intended to mock
        the victim, thus expanding and perpetuating the attack.


        	Dehumanisation of the target may also be an important component in orchestrating and performing a
        character assassination attack – if the target is objectified or portrayed as lacking human characteristics
        (with which people empathize), it can be easier to garner online support for the attack. Portraying the target
        in a highly stereotyped, almost cartoonish, fashion is one strategy for achieving this effect.


        	Attribution of blame, in the case of character assassination attacks, includes placing
        responsibility for the attack with its target. The victim of the attack may be disparaged for being an “easy
        target” – not making enough effort to safeguard personal information – or the attack may be framed as a
        justified response to the target’s personality or lifestyle choices.

      

    

    
      Implications for Practice


      
        Further empirical research is necessary to clarify the role of moral disengagement strategies and dark
        personality traits in the perpetration of character assassination attacks. Such investigation will expand our knowledge of the psychological factors involved in enabling harmful
        behaviours and will have important implications for the development of techniques for preventing character
        assassination attacks.
      


      
        The current literature presents a number of interventions developed to halt the processes of moral
        disengagement. A paper by Bustamante and Chaux (2014) provides an overview of these interventions, which
        include the use of persuasive communication techniques, behavioural journalism strategies, promotion of
        critical thinking, and teaching participants to recognize moral disengagement and understand its consequences.
        While these interventions are promising, a number of limitations can be identified: the studies were conducted
        almost exclusively in adolescent samples, targeted narrow population groups (e.g., incarcerated youth), often
        did not include control conditions, and did not explore the interaction between moral disengagement and other
        characteristics, such as personality traits.
      


      
        The field of character assassination scholarship can build upon existing research on preventing moral
        disengagement and take a significant step forward by incorporating knowledge of dark personality traits and
        their behavioural correlates into the design of reputation management solutions.
      

    

    
      Note


      
        1. All cases are fictional. Any resemblance to real-life characters or events
        is purely accidental.
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      On July 28, 2015, a storm of tweets, posts, and other public statements from celebrities in the US and UK threw
      vitriol and insult at Dr Walter Palmer, a dentist from Bloomington, Minnesota. “I hope that #WalterPalmer loses
      his home, his practice & his money. He has already lost his soul,” tweeted reality and talk show star Sharon
      Osbourne, adding, “When he dies, I hope someone mounts his ugly ass head to the wall. #WalterPalmer is a COWARD.”
      Model Cara Delevingne tweeted, “This #WalterPalmer is a poor excuse of a human being!” Comedian Jim Norton fumed,
      “What a complete scumbag Walter Palmer is. I hope the next dental procedure he does is cleaning his molars with a
      shotgun.” Others, including comedians like Ricky Gervais, Margaret Cho, and Judd Apatow, actresses like Debra
      Messing, Olivia Wilde, and Alyssa Milano, and talk show hosts like Montel Williams and Piers Morgan took to
      social media to publicly decry and shame the Minnesota dentist. “This asshole,” vented Milano. “SHAME ON HIM! I
      want them to take his citizenship away,” exclaimed Messing. And perhaps most simply and eloquently, Cho summed up
      the general sentiment by declaring: “FUCK THAT GUY WHO KILLED THAT LION” (Neese, 2015).
    


    
      But what guy? And what lion? Why such vehement charges and character attacks from such prominent individuals
      against someone who only twenty-four hours earlier was essentially unknown beyond his south Minneapolis suburb?
    


    
      The celebrities were responding to news from the University of Oxford’s Wildlife Conservation Research Unit
      (WildCRU) and authorities that Palmer, a leisure hunter of big-game, had earlier that month fired the arrow that
      killed Cecil, a 13-year-old male lion collared for research by WildCRU and a favorite of tourists at Hwange
      National Park in western Zimbabwe. Cecil’s death was jarring to conservationists and animal lovers familiar with
      the lion, but public outcry was exacerbated when early reports suggested that Cecil had been intentionally lured
      off of park territory by Palmer’s hired guides, allowed to wander for anywhere from eleven to forty-eight hours
      after first being shot, and beheaded as a trophy kill. Celebrity anger, anguish, and disgust at these reports was
      channeled, through social media, at Palmer, the killer, the cause. Within twenty-four hours, #WalterPalmer became
      a lightning rod for anti-poaching sentiment and activism. Images of Palmer’s other hunting trips circulated
      online, so that an online search of “Walter Palmer” no longer led to posts about his professional work and
      practice but to images of him smiling beside dead animals: a lion, a leopard, a rhinoceros, and a grizzly bear.
      That evening, during the monologue of his nightly talk show, American comedian Jimmy Kimmel (2015), unloaded on Palmer, asking, “Why are you shooting a lion in the first place? … How is that fun?
      Is it that difficult to get an erection that you need to kill things that are stronger than you?,” adding, “And
      by the way, I’m not against hunting. If you’re hunting to eat or to help keep the animal population healthy or
      it’s a part of your culture or something, that’s one thing, but if you’re some a-hole dentist who wants a lion’s
      head over the fireplace in his man cave so his douchebag buddies can gather around it and drink scotch and tell
      him how awesome he is, that’s just vomitous.” After the first reactions, these high-profile celebrity responses
      to Cecil’s death inspired forwards, re-posts, and new responses targeting Palmer as, in Delevingne’s words, “a
      poor excuse of a human being.” The Yelp website hosting business reviews of Palmer’s office, River Bluff Dental,
      became a dumping ground for personal attacks against Palmer as a “frightful human being,” a “sicko,” and an
      “egoist” that “lacks compassion or empathy” (Various, 2015–2017). When the River Bluff offices temporarily closed
      their doors during the uproar, anonymous signs posted at their entryway declared that Palmer was “THE BUTCHER OF
      BLOOMINGTON,” with ‘NO SOUL” and a “DEEP CAVITY WAITING” for him.
    


    
      All of this amounts to character assassination in a modern, digital media sense, and the case of Dr. Palmer gives
      us new insights into how character attacks function in a digital world. While Palmer is not the target of
      character assassination that we might normally think of in Icks and Shiraev’s sense (2014) – that is, while he
      was not initially a particularly prominent, powerful, or politically relevant figure prior to the attacks – he
      was certainly the victim of deliberate strikes on his reputation, casting intentional damage to his public
      reputation and condemning him in the public mind. In a hyper-mediated world, where information moves swiftly and
      anyone with Internet access can become a prominent voice or topic of conversation, character assassination can be
      a collaborative process, in which not only a small group of intentional character assassins target their
      ideological opponents, but where the posted, re-posted, and aggregated perceptions of the broader audience
      contribute to the negative framing in a wave of mutually reinforcing public opinion. Likewise, in such an era,
      relative unknowns can become the targets of international attack, and, like Palmer, go from anonymity to being a
      global symbol of villainy overnight.
    


    
      In such a case, character assassination is driven more by collective rage, stupefaction, or disgust at an event,
      in the midst of which masses vent their emotions or seek revenge. The attack is not always or necessarily
      politically motivated or strategic. Still, the impact on the target is potentially intense. Prior to the social
      media backlash, the broader public knew absolutely nothing about Walter Palmer. The nature of the tweets and
      posts and mass media commentary reduced Palmer to his simplest and basest elements. Palmer, in the weeks after
      the first posts and to this day is still reduced to “the dentist who killed the lion.” In the public eye, the
      mundane target of such media assault and ridicule is immediately defined as nothing more than the negative
      impressions spread about them. The public image of the individual is essentially formed and perpetuated by the
      image presented in the character attacks.
    


    
      That is of course not to say Palmer was in the right. Poaching and trophy hunting are legitimate issues for
      public debate and scrutiny, and Palmer’s actions are legitimately hurtful to large populations and arguably
      harmful to the natural environment. Palmer’s defenders can argue that despite calls to boycott his business,
      shame him publicly, extradite him to Zimbabwe, or even execute him, both initial reports and subsequent
      investigations determined that Palmer had in fact done nothing illegal – but his actions were still, to many,
      amoral and/or reprehensible.
    


    
      The case of Walter Palmer in this chapter has less to do with whether the character attacks were deserved than it
      does with how those attacks played out and what this particular mode of character assassination tells us about
      how, in an Internet age, discourse about complex concerns and events can be reduced to singular attacks on a
      single individual.
    


    
      With the following pages, I examine the case of Walter Palmer and the killing of Cecil
      the Lion to explore a larger pattern of scapegoating rhetoric in environmentalist and ecological discourse.
      Recent years have seen a rise in ecological campaigns and conversations that focus on particularly egregious
      individual actions instead of on systemic challenges, everyday steps toward change, or positive activities.
      Environmental news media and social media fascination or preoccupation with the particularly egregious encourages
      a scapegoat ecology, in which the problems of environmental degradation are implicitly blamed upon a few
      singular individuals, in effect exonerating the rest of us by comparison. Trophy hunting, animal cruelty, and
      population wanes, for instance, are discussed through collective revulsion at one individual’s action rather than
      through systemic factors, cultural practices, legislative failings, or educational shortcomings. I apply a
      critical/cultural studies reflection on the discursive and rhetorical implications of such a pattern, drawing
      upon the literature of environmental communication and environmental rhetoric.
    


    
      Scapegoat ecology is a form of character assassination that reduces its target to a few comic and base elements,
      setting them up as nothing more than a symbol of cruelty or stupidity toward the natural world. This makes the
      target or scapegoat a symbol against which the larger public can measure its own ecological merits; thus, the
      repercussions end not only at the destruction of one person’s public reputation but at the societal blind spots
      that ensue when the public is too busy pointing at one individual’s especially heinous and irreversible flaws to
      notice the smaller flaws that they all share and could instead be working to correct. Character assassination of
      a poacher or polluter or environmental ravager can be useful – a movement, after all, can rally against a
      symbolic villain – but a mere campaign of character attacks does little to stop the larger problems at play. I’ll
      first expand on the concept of scapegoat ecology, then address how it relates to character assassination, Palmer,
      Cecil, and the broader lessons at hand.
    


    
      Scapegoat Ecology: A Reverse Jeremiad


      
        Over the past several years, with the spread of social media newsfeeds and forwards, environmental reporting
        and discussion have seen a notable rise in scapegoat ecology discourse. This discourse has not entirely
        replaced other environmentalist discourses (including, for instance, seventh generation sustainability
        discourse, monkeywrenching activism, or data-driven climate warnings), but it has spread especially on social
        media and Internet news sites, where quickly consumable, novel, and spectacular stories vie for user attention
        and response. Stories of especially appalling ecological ineptitude grab the attention with outrageous
        headlines, are quickly understood, and inspire rapid, visceral response, along with re-posts and forwards that
        allow such stories to spread far and wide, dominating public attention and environmental news.
      


      
        In 2014, for instance, a thread on the r/Yosemite community of the discussion and posting site Reddit inspired
        outrage at twenty-three-year-old artist Casey Nocket, known as “creepytings,” for painting and Instagramming
        bright-colored, acrylic graffiti faces on rock formations in at least five US National Parks (Alexander, 2014;
        Hill, 2014; Nahigyan, 2014). The anger on the Reddit board caught the attention of reporters and other posters,
        and the story soon spread to wilderness societies and general newsfeeds across the country, with posters
        angrily attacking Nocket’s character, writing, “It’s too bad she didn’t try to apply her ‘art’ on the rocks
        right above Vernal Falls, right where it is really slippery,” and “I’m not sure what’s worse, the quality of
        your art or your hubris, idiot,” and “Does she truly think that everyone else wants to see her artwork on the
        stones and viewpoints of our national parks? Is she so entitled that she does not realize the world is about
        more than her? Does she believe she is enhancing these outdoor wonders?” (Alexander, 2014). Posting boards and
        social media feeds became something of an echo chamber, targeting ‘creepytings’ as an oblivious ecological
        villain. Redditors, in their outrage, were able to identify and publicly out Nocket
        as ‘creepytings,” posted personal information about her, and circulated a petition to the White House to file
        charges against the woman. A National Park Service investigator found the posts and launched a federal
        investigation. In 2016, Nocket was banned from all US national parks and sentenced to 200 hours of community
        service (Woolf, 2016). Yet Casey Schreiner, editor of ModernHiker and the first poster to call attention
        to the creepytings graffiti argued that perhaps the focus on Nocket had ultimately missed the point. He
        publicly urged others to stop posting volumes of “unverified personal information or abuse” and instead argued,
        “I too felt that disgust. But I wish that people could focus the energy of leaving tirades in internet comments
        into volunteering in a national park, or donating to a national park [instead]” (Woolf, 2016).
      


      
        The case encapsulates scapegoat ecology. A public of generally environmentally minded and nature friendly
        individuals focus attention and vitriol on a single individual for being particularly awful toward the
        environment, in effect blaming them for environmental degradation when, in effect, that individual’s actions
        had little to no largescale or long-lasting impact. The public is rather collectively venting frustrations,
        feeling good about their own ecological superiority in comparison to the villain, the reckless one, or the
        idiot. It’s a move away from the collaborative, cooperative social responsibility campaigns of 1960s, 70s, and
        80s environmentalism that stressed individual action by reminding people to turn off light switches and tap
        water when not in use, urging them to “Give a Hoot” and not pollute, or insisting that “Only You Can Prevent
        Forest Fires.” It shifts the struggles of environmentalist action from what Kenneth Burke (1961) called a comic
        frame, in which problems are attributed to individual error and thus changeable, to a tragic frame, in which
        problems are attributed to inherent evil or stupidity and thus unchanging. It provides less incentive, as
        Schreiner laments, to take meaningful action beyond decrying the actions of the other, yet it provides
        satisfaction for the public all the same, as their public pillorying of ‘creepytings’ or other such ecological
        bumblers reaffirms their own ecological commitments without turning the microscope inward.
      


      
        This is a notable shift in environmental rhetoric and discourse in the West. Killingsworth and Palmer (1992, p.
        61) have tracked the development of Western environmentalist discourse. In the first part of the twentieth
        century, they argue, environmentalist discourse was driven by interests in recreation, animal research, and
        nature appreciation. In the 1960s and 70s, following the work of Rachel Carson and Garrett Hardin, it was
        motivated by data-driven fear and anxiety (Killingsworth and Palmer, 1992, pp. 71–77). In the 1980s and 90s, it
        took on a form of spectacle and entertainment, grabbing the public attention in a demoralised and
        hyper-mediated world through protests, demonstrations, and spectacle happenings (Killingsworth and Palmer,
        1992, p. 207). In the current day, the scapegoat ecology/social media model seems largely driven by personal
        comfort – of reassurance that the audience needn’t take any particular action as long as their behavior is not
        as bad as those idiots and villains around them.
      


      
        The examples abound. In 2016, Reddit, again, and other social media flared with reports of hundreds of
        University of Oregon students leaving a “disgraceful” and “incredible amount of trash” after an unsanctioned
        fraternity/sorority rager at a National Forest campsite in northern California (Theen, 2016). The trash
        included ninety abandoned tents, sleeping bags, food, alcohol, feces, used condoms, and discarded tampons
        (Rocha, 2016). Images of the trashed sites went viral and the partiers were derided on Reddit as “spoiled cunts
        with rich parents who don’t have any respect for anything because they’ve never had to work a day in their
        lives” (Anon., 2016). Later that year, images and a story from Beirut, Lebanon, trended on social media after
        vacationers allegedly dragged an endangered loggerhead sea turtle from the waves, “stepped on it to take
        selfies, and then beat it with sticks” (Howard, 2016). This echoed images and a story from Santa Teresita,
        Argentina, where tourists allegedly removed an endangered baby dolphin from the
        waters and passed it about among themselves for selfies until the animal died (Holley, 2016). In 2013,
        environmental media and newsfeeds spread reports of three Utah Boy Scout leaders who toppled a rock formation
        in Goblin Valley State Park (Stecklein and Dalrymple, 2013). While the men claimed they were acting to prevent
        a future public safety hazard, after millions viewed video of the incident on YouTube (Star Lake
        Tribune, 2013), their behavior was denounced as reckless, the men received hundreds on online death
        threats, and the Boy Scouts of America publicly stated, “We are shocked and disappointed by this reprehensible
        behavior… . The isolated actions of these individuals are absolutely counter to our beliefs and what we teach”
        (Davidson, 2016). In 2016, another YouTube video (Death Valley NP, 2016) sparked similar outrage when
        binge-drinking, skinny-dipping trespassers to a restricted habitat in Death Valley National Park left an
        endangered pupfish dead (Park, 2016). Yellowstone National Park alone drew public attention multiple times in
        2016: a woman seeking cell phone images disregarded a nature guide’s warning and approached a wild elk, only to
        be charged by the animal (Imam, 2016; Thompson, 2016a); four Canadian blogger-tourists were caught on video
        stomping on the park’s delicate geothermal Grand Prismatic Spring (Goa, 2016; Thompson, 2016b); a Chinese
        tourist was fined for walking off the boardwalk at the Mammoth Hot Springs to collect thermal water (Associated
        Press, 2016), only one week after an Oregon man died after falling into another of the park’s acidic springs
        (Hale, 2016); and visitors placed a newborn bison calf in their car for fears it was cold; it was later
        rejected by the herd and had to be euthanised (CBS News, 2016). In response to this series of events and the
        widespread anger and derision they garnered online, National Geographic published an essay decrying the
        “dangers of people” in the park and presenting a list of the infractions and tragedies as “stupid human tricks”
        (Wilkinson, 2016).
      


      
        In each of these widely circulated cases, the narrative focus is on the moral, intellectual, or ecological
        shortcomings of others, and, in each case, the judgment of the social media sphere has been swift. Scapegoat
        ecology narratives and discussions are appealing for a variety of reasons. They offer compact and often visual
        evidence that the individuals they describe are ridiculous, disrespectful, or deficient. They frequently
        involve spectacle and drama and intrigue, which is sometimes hard to come by in data-driven ecological appeals.
        They provide specific, anthropomorphic villains as the clear cause of environmental degradation, which is
        easier to comprehend and to reconcile than blaming systemic factors. And they require no action on the part of
        the audience – no conserving water or electricity, no composting or buying green – in order for that audience
        to feel morally and ecologically vindicated. By reading, circulating, and discussing such stories, the broader
        public is ecological by default. If they can ridicule or chastise or otherwise disavow the non-ecological
        individual, they must certainly, themselves, be ecological by comparison.
      


      
        And this is potentially dangerous. Such narratives and discourse turn ecology into a blame game, passing the
        buck and the blame and the burden of ecological action to someone other than those holding the discussions. I
        doubt that audiences for such stories and discourse consciously reject ecological action, but the stories and
        discourse themselves dissuade audiences from focusing on internal and personal and systemic flaws by focusing
        instead on the spectacular foibles of others worse than themselves.
      


      
        Scapegoat ecology is essentially a reverse of the jeremiad appeal, the rhetorical form that, according to Opie
        and Elliott (1996) has formed the backbone for all American ecological discourse to the present day. Bercovitch
        (1978), Buehler (1998), and Zulick (1992), too, have noted the jeremiad’s crucial role in American
        conservation, preservation, and general approach to wilderness spaces. Modeled on the exhortations of the
        biblical prophet Jeremiah, the jeremiad form compels its audience to action by making three essential moves:
        first, it establishes the great or divine potential of a people; next, it laments how the community has strayed
        from its sacred responsibilities; and finally, it then rallies its audience to
        rededicate itself to a communal cause, achieving their destiny. As Bercovitch (1978, p. 16) argues, it is an
        appeal of action and revitalization, capitalizing on both hope and fear to posit “a movement from promise to
        experience – from the ideal of community to the shortcomings of community life – and thence forward, with
        prophetic assurance, toward the resolution that incorporates (as it transforms) both the promise and the
        condemnation.” Opie and Elliott (1996, p. 35) argue that the concise, evocative advocacy of the jeremiad makes
        it “the best rhetorical device for handling … the representation of the American people in their environment”
        and ultimately argue that all environmentalist appeals are, in one way or another, jeremiads.
      


      
        Yet scapegoat ecology reverses the form. Rather than stressing that its audience has started with great power
        and responsibility but strayed from that destiny before compelling an action of renewal, the scapegoat ecology
        narrative implies that the general state of affairs and environment is already good, only marred by a few
        others who have strayed; the audience is compelled only to stay the way they are and to decry those who are
        worse. There is no action to take. There is no rallying cry. And this matters significantly if, as Carbaugh
        (1996) and Cantrill (1996) argue, the way we talk about the environment determines what we perceive the
        environment and its problems to be. A shift in environmental discourse will mean a shift in environmental
        values, policy-setting, and action.
      

    

    
      The Case of Dr. Walter Palmer: A Collaborative Character Assassination


      
        Scapegoat ecology is only possible inasmuch as it creates a scapegoat, and scapegoating is readily achieved
        through character assassination. Anger or grief or disgust are channeled onto a target. Whether or not the
        target deserves ridicule or reproach, they become a social symbol for amorality, idiocy, or evil. Something is
        distressing in the social or environmental sphere, but publicly presenting and maintaining a target/symbol as
        the cause provides an outlet for distress and blame. Moreover, in the moment of assigning blame to the target
        or scapegoat, the broader public reinforces their own identity as right or righteous by comparison. The
        distinction demonstrates Burke’s (1966) concept of the “negative,” by which all things are implicitly defined
        in the moment when anything else is labeled as, at the very least, not the thing which is labeled. That is, if
        an ecological scapegoat is a “poor excuse of a human being,” the person who uses that label is themselves
        not a poor excuse of a human being. If the scapegoat is an “a-hole,” the people who label him one
        implicitly are not a-holes. It’s a simple, almost Manichean distinction, that both casts one player as
        reprehensible and the other as right or righteous.
      


      
        The simple right/wrong, good/bad, or smart/stupid distinctions required in scapegoating thrive on simple
        character attacks, like name calling, mockery, expressions of anger or disgust, accusations of abnormality,
        and, frequently, sexually charged or sexually embarrassing commentary. In the character assassination of Walter
        Palmer and other ecological scapegoats, all of these tactics come into play. None are terribly strategic or
        nuanced. None rely on existing knowledge of Palmer’s work, personality, or character. They rely solely on
        quick, simple assertions, aired and circulated in a public sphere.
      


      
        It’s here that the case of Walter Palmer best illuminates understanding of character assassination in the
        global, digital, and social media world. The swift public destruction of Palmer’s reputation comes not from a
        strategic campaign carefully designed by opponents or detractors, but from the mass quantity of aggregated,
        micro-level public smears and accusations. There is little public debate and little more to know about Palmer
        in the blogosphere beyond that he is 1) a dentist from Minnesota, 2) the killer of a lion with a name, and 3) a
        terrible human being, in a variety of different words and ways. The anger, grief,
        and revulsion over Cecil the Lion’s violent death is channeled onto the scapegoat through simple, one- or
        two-sentence attacks, and the repeated name-calling, ridicule, and other charges combine to reduce Palmer to a
        symbol of simple, base qualities. Poaching is bad, but Palmer, even if only a morally ambiguous hunter and not
        a poacher, per se, through collaborative attack and accusation becomes the de facto source of
        that bad; shaming and impugning his character become its solution.
      


      
        The rapid takedown of Walter Palmer appears to be driven by individuals’ urges to demonstrate their own
        morality, their own values, and their own ecological ethic. When confronted with the news of Cecil’s violent
        death, attacking or shaming Palmer is a ready means of demonstrating these things. When high profile
        celebrities model the character attack response, others follow in suit. The masses collaborate and
        assassination is complete.
      


      
        Of course, there are repercussions for this kind of collaborative reduction of an individual and a larger
        ecological issue. Whether as unintentional venting or strategic destruction of a target’s image, scapegoat
        ecology character assassination does at least three additional things for the broader public audience: it
        deflects the accuser and the audience’s attention from their own potential faults and shortcomings, it
        demonstrates the accuser and the audience’s morality and/or strength, and it ultimately, then,
        distracts the community from considering or discussing other factors or nuances in what is often a
        systemic problem rather than the fault of a single actor, no matter how horrible that actor may or may not be.
      


      
        We can see this at play in the public response to Palmer and Cecil the Lion. Kimmel’s widely circulated
        monologue, for instance, focuses especially on Palmer instead of on Cecil. Apart from questioning Palmer’s
        sexual potency and calling him an “a-hole,” Kimmel compares him to alleged sexual predators, ridicules Palmer’s
        public apology letter, and passingly but vaguely refers to Palmer’s 2008 felony conviction related to a
        misreported bear hunt in northern Wisconsin. Screening images of Palmer smiling beside carcasses, he makes
        Palmer out to be a kind of storybook or biblical villain by adding, “He killed like half of Noah’s Ark.” Palmer
        is certainly a ready target for anger, blame, and ridicule against trophy hunters, but Kimmel’s focus on Palmer
        over Cecil or Palmer over the larger ecological issue of trophy hunting deflects from other ethical
        problems with hunting, demonstrates his spiteful position as a righteous one, and distracts the
        conversation from the larger problems with illegal poaching and endangered animal populations. Kimmel sidesteps
        controversy by exonerating other forms of hunting and focusing on Palmer as the sole individual at fault. When
        he does urge viewers to get involved or donate money to the WildCRU, he stresses that it might “show the world
        that not all Americans are like this jackhole, here. This dentist. The ‘Top Dentist,’ ” as he screens a
        professional headshot of Palmer, with the slogan “A Great Smile Says It All.” The appeal is based primarily on
        exonerating the larger audience from blame by focusing on the appalling, ridiculous, and potentially
        duplicitous character of a single man.
      


      
        Online, similar attacks single out Palmer instead of focusing on systemic issues or broader anti-hunting
        activism. The ecological effort is focused on rejecting and assailing a single individual. Hundreds of Yelp
        business reviewers sought out River Bluff Dental as a target of their anger, grief, and disgust (Rietmulder,
        2015). Semi-anonymous posters from all over the United States – and a few from abroad – flooded the site with
        personal attacks. A reviewer from Fort Lauderdale, Florida – not anywhere in the Bloomington dental care
        customer territory – posted that Palmer yelled, in the middle of a dental examination, “My penis is incredibly
        small!” Another reviewer, from Las Vegas, posted to write that Palmer was a “murderous prick.” A reviewer from
        Brooklyn, New York, dubiously claimed that he visited River Bluff and had an “Absolutely horrid experience. MR
        PALMER is actually a FRIGHTFUL human being. I actually sensed that he was getting immense pleasure from the
        pain he caused me, in his dentist chair. It’s almost like a horror movie. I wouldn’t
        be surprised if this guy is a sicko and is in to some sort of WEIRD TORTURE.” Clearly these posters had
        fabricated their experiences and rather sought out Yelp as a space to vent their anger at Palmer as Cecil’s
        killer, contributing to the collaborative character assassination. Others more bluntly revealed that their sole
        reason for posting on the business review site was to call attention to Palmer’s killing of Cecil, writing from
        California, “His need to kill animals to show his power speaks volumes about his mental state. Why would anyone
        want to be in this man’s care. Boycott this business or just find a dentist with integrity and compassion,”
        from New York, “I would boycott this miserable excuse for a human!,” and from Florida, “is this the lion
        poacher ?!? ugh ya happy now bud … beyond his horrid reviews … he sounds like a real loser” (Various,
        2015–2017).
      


      
        Amid the sea of accusations and attacks, it’s easy to forget that Palmer never actually broke any laws. Palmer
        paid US$54,000 to his professional guides and had acquired a permit to hunt lions from the Zimbabwean
        government (Actman, 2016). Despite public calls for his extradition, Palmer was not charged with any wrongdoing
        in the case. The public attack on his character was more about revulsion than legal wrongdoing. Little mention
        of Palmer’s hunter-guide, Theo Bronkhurst, was made in American media, despite the fact that he was
        charged with illegal hunting activity (though he was not convicted). The public response to Cecil’s death had
        deflected and distracted from practical aspects of the event and lion-hunting as a whole, instead focusing on a
        demonstration of Palmer’s moral and ecological shortcomings.
      


      
        There were, to be fair, many efforts to refocus the conversation and either absolve Palmer or at least remove
        his name and face from the center of the conversation. Palmer himself penned a letter to his patients,
        apologizing for the disruption the incident had caused at River Bluff, explaining his side of the story,
        expressing regret for what had happened, and adding, “I don’t often talk about hunting with my patients because
        it can be a divisive and emotionally charged topic. I understand and respect that not everyone shares the same
        views on hunting” (Palmer, 2015). The letter was circulated in global news media outlets. A few months later,
        Annie Sanger (2015), a Minneapolis-area columnist, penned an essay for Minneapolis-St. Paul’s Star
        Tribune, explaining that she had perhaps been too hasty in judging Palmer so publicly. Sanger explained
        that as “an animal-loving fanatic from Bloomington” she joined protests and “slammed Dr. Palmer on social
        media” as “part of the angry mob,” but had reconsidered her position after having herself being falsely accused
        of criminal acts following a traffic incident. She attempted to refocus the public conversation on larger
        issues by acknowledging, “Hunting is legal. Trophy hunting is also legal. Palmer is not the only person to have
        killed a lion. Hundreds of exotic trophy animals are brought into the US every year. I still detest
        trophy hunting, and I believe it is only a matter of time before it will be outlawed,” and graciously adding,
        “Putting aside my personal feelings about trophy hunting and what happened to Cecil, I believe that Palmer is
        very brave. He faced the white-hot spotlight of worldwide hatred. He received death threats. His family was
        threatened and harassed. He was judged in the media before any of the true facts of this case were known. His
        life will never be the same” (Sager, 2015). In Zimbabwe, the media furor was met largely by confusion and
        bemusement. In the state-owned newspaper The Chronicle, Assistant Editor Kennedy Mavhumashava (2015)
        claimed, “It is not an overstatement that almost 99,99 percent of Zimbabweans didn’t know about this animal
        until Monday. Now we have just learnt, thanks to the British media, that we had Africa’s most famous lion all
        along, an icon!” and further asked, “Why such an outpouring of grief in the West over one lion? This is
        certainly not the first successful lion hunt in Zimbabwe, Africa or the world over, and will not be the last.
        So why so much interest?” He suggested that the killing of Cecil had struck a nerve in the West because of
        lingering allegiance to African colonialism and the lion’s namesake, Cecil John Rhodes. The people and economy of Zimbabwe, he argued, were not offended or concerned with
        Palmer or his actions.
      


      
        Amid the character attacks on Palmer, some productive work was actually done. Kimmel, for instance, perhaps
        ironically, ended his monologue by saying he didn’t “think the answer is to start a witch hunt for the guy,”
        that those responsible should be held accountable in a “lawful way,” and that “in the meantime I think it’s
        important to have some good come out of this disgusting tragedy,” before directing viewers to donate on the
        WildCRU website.
      


      
        In the following twenty-four hours, WildCRU received over $150,000 US in donations and, since Cecil’s death,
        WildCRU has led the way in responding to the incident without character attacks or assassination. In their
        public and online responses to Cecil’s death, WildCRU (2016a) never mentions Palmer. He is a non-topic. The
        focus is instead on Cecil’s life and death, the larger threats facing lion populations, and the productive
        efforts that viewers, readers, and animal allies can take to join their cause. The appeals mirror much more of
        the jeremiad forms we expect from ecological campaigns, with passages like the following:
      


      
        
          Cecil’s apparently illegal death is tragic, but many people have asked us if any good can come of it. First,
          it is amazing that this episode has heightened awareness of lion conservation worldwide. Supporting
          conservation is the purpose of our work – conservation involves huge challenges, both in the science and the
          practice, and we are deeply grateful for the public interest and support. Second, people have asked if they
          can support our work through donations – the answer is yes, urgently, and we rely entirely on philanthropy.
          Donations could support the purchase of more satellite tracking collars, support of our field vehicles and
          field staff, also, very importantly; we train wonderful young Zimbabwean conservationists, bringing some of
          them to Oxford on scholarships for world-class training in conservation.
        


        
          (2016a)
        

      


      
        This appeal folds into a clear request for support and donations, through collaboration that does not take a
        person down but rather builds a purpose up:
      


      
        
          Millions of people have been affected by Cecil’s death – and by the plight of lions in general – and imagine
          they are powerless at preventing further lion decline. However, those millions can make an immediate and real
          difference – if each of them made a pledge of support to the WildCRU it would revolutionise our work for
          conservation, and hugely improve the long-term outlook for lions both in Zimbabwe and elsewhere. That would
          be a worthy memorial to a lion as magnificent as Cecil, who has provided so much to WildCRU and the world.
        


        
          (2016a)
        

      


      
        On the first anniversary of Cecil’s death, WildCRU (2016b) had raised over one million US dollars and it held a
        four-day “Cecil Summit” of expert panelists and participants to develop strategic future action to restore lion
        habitats and populations, inspire national and global communities, boost fundraising efforts, and promote
        ongoing conservation. WildCRU director David Macdonald refers to the reaction to Cecil’s death as arguably “the
        biggest global response to a wildlife story there’s ever been” (Actman, 2016), and in the years since Cecil’s
        death multiple countries and dozens of airlines have enacted laws and policies banning transportation of lion
        parts and trophies across international borders (Actman, 2016).
      


      
        Thus, productive, nuanced, and ecological discourse and action have come out of the
        Cecil the Lion incident. They simply aren’t as readily available to the average social media user, or as easy
        to forward and re-post as a sensational or accusatory video, image, or tweet. For that reason, those
        traditional discourses ran alongside the broader, wider reaching character attacks and scapegoat ecologies.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        The case of Dr. Walter Palmer demonstrates the swift, collaborative nature of character assassination in the
        social media age, which can target a relatively unknown citizen as readily as it can a powerful politician or
        global celebrity. It likewise illustrates the nature and appeal of scapegoat ecology, which provides groups and
        individuals a means of venting their anger and grief over ecological threats by appointing blame on single
        actors, deflecting their own faults, demonstrating and reaffirming their ecological commitment, and distracting
        attention from aggravating, complex, or unsolvable environmental challenges. Scapegoat ecology’s character
        attacks exonerate the broader public of wrongdoing by taking single egregious actors to task.
      


      
        I have argued that the rise of this discursive pattern is potentially counterproductive for ecological efforts
        and activism, as it oversimplifies wide-reaching and systemic problems while not inspiring individuals to take
        action at all beyond ridicule and casting blame. It promotes widespread ecological sentiment, but it also
        largely enables a status quo approach to ecology. So long as we have villains to attack and hold
        publicly accountable, we needn’t necessarily take smaller individual steps to perform environmental
        commitments. Impugning the reputation of Walter Palmer certainly holds Palmer accountable for his actions, but
        it does little traceable work in protecting lions and lion habitats in the future.
      


      
        The case of Dr. Palmer and Cecil the Lion also shows that productive, issue-driven, data-driven, and
        fundraising efforts can all still thrive alongside scapegoat ecology, but contributes to a larger warning about
        complacent approaches to environmentalism. The big danger of scapegoat ecology is that the public who attacks
        the singularly guilty individual feels inherently exonerated of their own ecological failings. Public character
        attacks on the ecological scapegoat can indeed work to promote action, through boycott activism and through
        making the poacher, polluter, or resource waster a very public model of reproach, but a second danger lies in
        allowing the audience to feel as if the work is all done once that single model – that “dentist who killed that
        lion” – has been taken down a peg.
      


      
        While my research has noted an increase in “scapegoat ecology,” I believe this discourse is part of a larger
        pattern on the rise in American and global social and political conversations. I see on social media and
        traditional mass media a shift to rhetorics of division and resentment, with particular attention on singular
        individuals who encapsulate the sins of racism, sexism, rampant capitalism, militarism, pacifism, nationalism,
        amorality, apathy, or other public anxieties. Certainly, those singularly guilty individuals do sometimes
        exist. But by focusing public attention mostly or solely on those few particularly terrible individuals among
        us, we perpetuate a sense that they are responsible for social ills and not the systems or communities that
        enable micro-level, daily infractions leading or contributing to those ills. They encourage audiences to
        inherently feel morally or ideologically superior and justified simply through comparison to the real “a-holes”
        and “jackholes” among us. Such discourse requires no self-reflection or personal action, just partisan
        mudslinging and personal righteousness.
      


      
        Anger, grief, and disgust manifested as character attack can mount into a public takedown, or into intentional
        or unintentional collaborative campaigns for or against a larger cause, but even when coupled with constructive work or fundraising, such appeals are rooted in base attacks
        and gut instincts. Perhaps we occasionally do need and can use public symbols and villains to feel righteous or
        empowered about a cause, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have our own flaws or that we shouldn’t work to change
        them. Those who reproach and ridicule “that guy who killed that lion” can certainly do so, boycott his
        practice, and hold him accountable, but they should look beyond that one guy as well. If we are already
        collaborating in our discourse, we may as well dive deeper into the problems at hand and collaborate in action
        for a cause.
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      Today, we encounter memes online on a daily basis. Most Internet memes depict cats in hilarious situations or
      characters taken from popular culture to make a joke. Typically, memes are funny but harmless. Some memes,
      however, can be turned into social media weapons, posing a serious threat to the reputation of an individual, an
      organisation, or an entire social group. The authors of these memes attack their targets throughout the Internet
      structure: on Facebook timelines, Twitter feeds, Reddit threads, or Instagram pages. That being said, they are
      also constantly moving between the Internet and the world of traditional mass media, borrowing images and
      punchlines from daily news coverage on television, on the radio, and in newspapers and magazines.
    


    
      Like user-generated content more broadly, memes redistribute discursive power to users, who assemble in
      decentralised, fragmented networks that are opaque to the sluggish machinery of organised strategic
      communication. They are subversive, as is online culture in its entirety, since they constantly produce new
      relational settings and combine different forms of content in a novel way, shielded by anonymity.
    


    
      To the targeted entities, one or a few memes are nothing more than a single mosquito trying to sting an elephant
      – annoying but irrelevant. But in the echo chambers of social media, swarms of memes can pose a threat that
      amounts to a concerted effort to assassinate someone’s character. The core argument developed in this chapter is
      that memes attack the foundations on which the reputations of political candidates rest. Character attacks via
      memes seek to erode support for candidates of the opposing political faction and – perhaps more importantly –
      close the ranks in one’s own camp. They are the fortifying element of tribalism in emerging media in the
      twenty-first century.
    


    
      The title of Icks and Shiraev’s seminal book Character Assassination throughout the Ages suggests that
      character assassination is a phenomenon that has been present throughout human history. Character assassination,
      understood as a deliberate attempt to destroy an individual’s reputation (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 4), might
      well have been added to our communicative toolbox while our prehistoric ancestors were struggling for status
      within and across their small bands of hunters and gatherers. This theory reminds us that reputation is – and
      always has been – key to human affairs: “Keeping track of reputation is one way by which people incentivize good
      behavior and enable cooperation with others. Reputation provides information about one’s qualities as a social
      partner” (Vonasch et al., 2017, p. 1; see also van Vugt and Hardy, 2009).
    


    
      The introduction of mass media to human societies fundamentally changed the reputation
      game. Unlike in the close social environment of our ancestors, people became able to build a reputation and
      thereby influence people whom they did not know personally. In fact, in the modern world, “almost everything we
      know, we know because of mass media,” as Luhmann (1996) famously put it. With the advent of the Internet at the
      end of the twentieth century, and especially with the introduction of social media, the game has changed once
      again. In large-scale societies, information on the reputation of a public figure has always been gathered, by
      and large, through mass media, but the Internet has accelerated the process of news proliferation, such that
      “character attacks now reach a global audience in minutes” (Icks and Shiraev, 2014, p. 7).
    


    
      Yet today as in pre-historic times, this media-based reputation is a strategic resource, “leading to sustained
      competitive advantage” (Deephouse, 2016, p. 1091). This fact makes internet memes, “units of popular culture that
      are circulated, imitated, and transformed by individual Internet users, creating a shared cultural experience in
      the process” (Shifman, 2013, p. 367), a particularly interesting communication phenomenon. Ross and Rivers (2017)
      have proposed analysing memes in terms of discursive delegitimation of political candidates. This chapter goes
      one step further, discussing memes as a means of character assassination – that is, how memes contribute to
      sustainable damage of an individual’s public reputation.
    


    
      The chapter proceeds as follows. First, the literature review discusses the role of reputation as a social
      competitive advantage. The significance of reputation for humans makes it an ideal target for character
      assassination attempts, which are portrayed as a viable strategy in public communication. In concluding the
      conceptual section of the paper, we reflect on the function(s) of memes in political discourse, as well as
      exploring why memes differ from other forms of public communication and with what consequences. The chapter then
      develops a methodological approach to how memes contribute to character assassination. Finally, character
      assassination by memes is analysed in the context of the 2016 US presidential elections. A content analysis of
      internet memes that surfaced between 7 October and 8 November 2016 and that targeted either Donald Trump or
      Hillary Clinton is conducted to assess how character assassination by memes is carried out.
    


    
      Literature Review


      
        To develop an understanding of how Internet memes function as means of character assassination, it is crucial
        to understand the importance of and the relationship between three key terms: character assassination, internet
        memes, and reputation. The literature review will therefore explore these phenomena; thereafter, a conception
        of memes as instruments of character assassination will be developed.
      


      
        Reputation as a Competitive Social Advantage


        
          As Deephouse (2016) has suggested, media-based reputation is a resource that provides a crucial competitive
          advantage. In small-scale societies, where everyone knows everyone else, it is comparatively easy to keep
          track of other people’s reputations, but in larger societies, an individual cannot observe relevant behaviour
          first-hand. Mass media serve to bridge this gap by building and keeping track of reputations, thus making an
          individual assessable, which is one of the cornerstones of successful cooperation (Mullins, Whitehouse and
          Atkinson, 2013).
        


        
          According to Coombs (2007, p. 164), “a reputation is an aggregate evaluation stakeholders make about how well
          an organization is meeting stakeholder expectations based on its past behaviors.” (See also Wartick, 1992.)
          Correspondingly, reputation is an important concept in many fields of research
          related to organisational communication, such as crisis communication (Coombs, 2007; Coombs and Holladay,
          2009; Laufer and Coombs, 2006), corporate social responsibility (Elving, 2013; Komodromos and Melanthiou,
          2014; Parcha, 2017), social media communication ( Ji et al., 2017; Rim and Song, 2013; Spence et al., 2016),
          marketing communication (Bailey and Bonifield, 2010; Ho, Shin and Pang, 2016), political communication
          (Dellis, 2007; Egorov and Sonin, 2015), and public relations (Kiousis, Popescu and Mitrook, 2007; Marsh,
          2014; Wang, 2006; Xifra and Heath, 2015). Nevertheless, although Icks and Shiraev (2014) find that
          institutions, organisations and groups can all be targets of character assassination, it is the generally the
          individual who is the focus of a character assassination attempt.
        


        
          While complex societies emerged only some 6,000 years ago, reputation has probably been a key resource for
          Homo sapiens for hundreds of thousands of years. On a personal level, reputation “is the aggregate
          asset of recognitions received. It is a function of the extent to which one receives recognition in a social
          group” (Lin, 2001, p. 153). In pre-historic societies, reputation was a key indicator in the process of
          initiating cooperation. Good hunters may have been “trading off an immediate loss in foraging return rates
          against future increased benefits achieved through building or maintaining a reputation for generosity, which
          in turn builds one’s social capital” (Bliege Bird et al., 2012, p. 75; Gurven et al., 2000; Smith and Bliege
          Bird, 2000). It is thus likely that a positive reputation – as a formidable hunter or an industrious worker
          (e.g., Smith, Bliege Bird and Bird, 2003) – transferred to an increased inclusive and personal fitness
          (Hamilton, 1964). If this argument is valid, than it is also likely that humans, over the course of their
          evolutionary history, developed a cognitive adaptation to navigate reputational issues in their respective
          societies, simply because such a trait would have proven very useful in outcompeting others. Having a
          cognitive model of reputation would make it possible to evaluate one’s own reputation as well as those of
          others. This would imply that humans are able to manage their own reputations as well as assist others in
          reputation management. Consequently, the reputation game is not entirely fair play, but also prone to
          oppositional tactics such as character assassination.
        


        
          In modern societies, reputation is probably not as tightly linked to fitness as it was among small bands of
          hunters and gatherers. But since we are probably endowed with an adaptation for reputation, the mechanism
          works anyway. In fact, the following observation by Smith and Bliege Bird of the Meriam society (an
          indigenous people of the Torres Strait Islands), seems fairly transferable to mass media society:
          “Establishing a reputation as a man with the best interests of the collective at heart via costly signaling
          of this sort expands a man’s sphere of political influence to include a broader section of Meriam society
          than simply his immediate kin group” (Smith and Bliege Bird, 2000, p. 253). When politicians or corporate
          leaders appeal to the public by saying that they have the common good at heart, it is probably the same
          mechanism at work that Smith and Bliege Bird observed among the Meriam. But while many scholars have inquired
          into reputation building, management (Cheney and Thoger, 2001; Deephouse, 2016; Huang-Horowitz, 2015; Hutton
          et al., 2001), or repair (e.g., Benoit, 1995; Benoit, 1997; Coombs, 2007; Coombs and Holladay, 2009; Laufer
          and Coombs, 2006; Park, 2017; Xifra, 2012), reputation management by means of offensive actions toward a
          competitor has hardly been researched.
        

      

      
        Reputation Loss through Character
        Assassination


        
          Character assassination is a relatively new field of study at the crossroads of political science, marketing,
          psychology, and communication. According to Samoilenko et al. (2018, p. 441), “character assassination
          is a practice in which a deliberate and sustained effort is made to damage the reputation or credibility of
          an individual.” Character assassination is further described as a process that “may involve various kinds of
          defamation attacks which are similar to the abusive argumentum ad hominem attacks
          used in adversarial contexts to steer attention away from the debated issue to the opponent’s personal traits
          or reputation” (ibid.). While character assassination has been subject to scholarly inquiry in many case
          studies, including chapters in Icks and Shiraev’s (2014) aforementioned book, only recently has research on
          the mechanics of the process itself gained momentum, with works on civility in public discourse (Lilly, 2017;
          Rao and Haina, 2017), character assassination in television news during the Ukrainian crisis (Samoilenko et
          al., 2017), character assassination in business (Seiffert-Brockmann, Einwiller and Stranzl, 2018), and sports
          communication (Seiffert-Brockmann, Habermeier and Ruppel, 2018).
        


        
          Character assassination is of particular interest to the study of strategic communication. When it comes to
          reputation, most contributions focus on building up a reputation or restoring it following a crisis, as
          mentioned in the previous section. But as Coombs has noted in his work on the Situational Crisis
          Communication Theory (SCCT), “false and damaging information about an organization” (2007, p. 168) is also a
          reputational threat. In defaming an individual or an organisation within its group, an attacker attempts to
          erode or destroy group support for the object of the attack. If an attack is directed toward an individual in
          another group, the goal is to close the ranks, improve one’s own reputation, and strengthen in-group
          cohesion. Character assassination may take many forms, such as “verbal and non-verbal assaults including
          spoken insults, rumors, campaign ads, pamphlets, cartoons, and tweets” (Samoilenko et al., 2018, p. 442). It
          involves propagandistic elements such as demonisation, dehumanisation, or “shooting the messenger” strategies
          (ibid.).
        


        
          In today’s information society, it is easier than ever to carry out character assassination. The dawn of the
          internet, especially social media, has put every user in the position to mount attacks on any public figure
          or organisation at any time. “Character assassination has been historically intrinsic to the process of
          political competition” (Samoilenko et al., 2017, p. 29), but the question is what social media, especially
          Internet memes, add to the process. Icks and Shiraev focused on traditional media as instruments of character
          assassination, but their understanding of the process is also applicable to modern means of communication. As
          they note, “Using exaggerations, mockery, allegations, insinuations, and lies, the attackers try to damage
          the victim’s moral standing in the eye of the public; also they try to elicit a negative emotional response
          from the public toward the victim” (2014, p. 4). New evidence that this classic form of character
          assassination works appears almost daily, making the list of potential examples almost endless. One might
          think, for example, of the so-called “Birther” question, on which a January 2017 YouGov poll found “that 42
          percent of self-identified Republicans still believe that … Obama was born in Kenya” (Zorn, 2017, n.p.). But
          while it can be assumed that these attacks follow a strategic rationale, the same logic may not be applicable
          to internet memes.
        

      
    

    
      Internet Memes in Political Discourse: Subversive Styles


      
        A meme is commonly defined as “an act or meaning structure that is capable of replication, which means
        imitation” (Spitzberg, 2014, p. 312). The term was coined by Richard Dawkins in his seminal book The Selfish
        Gene in 1976 and was meant to label any unit that was capable of cultural transmission and imitation.
        Internet memes, however, are more specifically defined as “digital objects that riff on a given visual, textual
        or auditory form and are then appropriated, re-coded, and slotted back into the internet infrastructures they
        came from” (Nooney and Portwood-Stacer, 2014, p. 249). Recently, memes have gained increased attention in the
        academic community, since they offer a window on digital culture and how ideas spread therein (Shifman, 2013).
        In the context of character assassination, internet memes prove to be of particular interest.
      


      
        Katz and Shifman (2017) argue that there are three distinct properties embodied in
        memes: their connection to certain digital communities (Miltner, 2014), the remixing they contain (Lankshear
        and Knobel, 2011), and their predominantly visual nature (Milner, 2017). When we think of character
        assassination by internet memes, it is easy to see why these features matter. Being tied to distinct
        communities allows an idea included in a character assassination meme to spread relatively easy through that
        community. Due to remixing, many memes playing on the original are produced within a short amount of time;
        these, too, spread through the community, further strengthening the underlying idea of the original meme.
        Finally, the visual nature of internet memes makes them perfect media for conveying simple but powerful ideas.
      


      
        It is argued that the function of memes in political discourse is ultimately one of signaling: memes give
        viewers a quick and intuitive grasp of an issue (Shifman, 2013). Unlike most texts, which need to go to great
        lengths to establish an argument, internet memes immediately create a sense of familiarity. A picture of a
        political candidate provides a lot of background that is instantly accessed the moment one is confronted with a
        meme. Seiffert-Brockmann, Diehl and Dobusch (2017, p. 6) suggest understanding the role of memes in discourse
        as follows:
      


      
        Once a meme enters popular political sphere online, it can operate to subvert traditional reporting practices,
        and frustrate public opinion managers. Based on these findings – and the work on collective action frames based
        on media schemata – it is reasonable to suggest that memes work at the individual cognitive level in a manner
        congruent with political information dissemination, and accordingly, become powerful tools for the public to
        shape popular discourse around a candidate or issue.
      


      
        Hence, Internet memes help to perpetuate a certain image of a political candidate within a distinct community.
        As will be shown later, Hillary Clinton’s email saga and Donald Trump’s infamous Access Hollywood tape became
        widely disseminated Internet memes by means of which character assassination was repeatedly carried out.
      


      
        But while character assassination is as old as human history, internet memes add new features to the process
        that turn out to be a problem for strategic communication. As small, discrete units of information
        (Seiffert-Brockmann, Diehl and Dobusch, 2017), memes can “create an alternative space for social and political
        critique, outside the institutions of traditional media due to the proliferation of networked devices” (Kumar
        and Combe, 2015, p. 211). An unimaginable variety of memes exists across the entire internet. The resulting
        problem for organised communication is apparent. While a standard strategy to counter character assassination
        in the traditional media would be to undermine the credibility of the accuser, the same approach is inefficient
        in the case of internet memes. Firstly, the creator of a meme is rarely identifiable, since most memes are
        uploaded via anonymous accounts. Secondly, even if the credibility of an attacker is damaged, others can easily
        take over. Memes spawn and quickly spread in decentralised networks, in the depths of social media platforms
        such as Reddit or Twitter. Taking out one node, or even many, does not harm the replication and spread of the
        meme – and perhaps even enhances it. Finally, memes have the ability to constantly change through remix and
        mimicry (Shifman, 2013), adding new layers of meaning and aspects. Unlike news stories, they are therefore able
        to keep themselves alive by becoming different, and yet staying the same.
      


      
        Internet memes resemble what Godart and White (2010) have termed styles. Styles inject new meanings and action
        into discourses, since they create meaningful new relations in a social setting. Memes cause irritation due to
        their inherent ambiguity, which subverts the relationships that form the basis of their visual or textual
        nuclei. They undermine Trump’s self-image as a successful businessman or Hillary
        Clinton’s self-portrayal as a responsible politician who is ready to be commander-in-chief. And unlike
        traditional news stories, which die when they reach the end of their media life cycle, memes can live forever,
        fostering a subversive reflection of the social setting they depict. Thus, internet memes are a subversive
        discursive practice (Samoilenko, 2018). In harmless cases, they just mock or make fun of the things and persons
        they portray. In serious cases, they can amount to ongoing attempts at character assassination.
      

    

    
      Character Assassination by Memes: A Case Study


      
        Methodology


        
          To assess character assassination by memes, a Google image search was performed on a daily basis between 7
          October and 8 November. The search used the keywords “meme” AND “Hillary” AND “Clinton” OR “Donald” AND
          “Trump”. All in all, 617 memes were found; memes that appeared more than once were included if they appeared
          on a different date each time. Of these, 246 were related to Hillary Clinton and 371 to Donald Trump. The
          research period began with the publication of the Access Hollywood tapes by the Washington Post and
          ended with the day of the 2016 US presidential elections. Thus, the period included a major scandal for each
          candidate: the infamous tape featuring Donald Trump and his remarks on sexual assault – which he later
          claimed were just “locker room talk” – and the FBI’s reopening of its investigation into Hillary Clinton’s
          private email server, set off by a letter that then-FBI director James Comey sent to Congress.
        


        
          To inquire into the potential and extent of character assassination by memes, a content analysis of the
          collected memes was carried out. The coding was performed in two steps. Firstly, it was assessed whether the
          meme represented an attempt at character assassination per se, i.e., whether it fulfilled the core definition
          of character assassination. Intention on the part of the authors was assumed, since it is reasonable to
          assume that users create memes for the purpose of posting and sharing them publicly. Secondly, each meme was
          categorised by the type of character assassination it represented. The typology was operationalised based on
          the original concept developed by Icks and Shiraev (2014), and further refined using subsequent publications
          on the issue (Samoilenko, 2016; Samoilenko et al., 2018). Each category was then given a conceptual
          definition and an anchoring example, as the following sections shows.
        

      

      
        Demonisation/Dehumanisation


        
          This category includes memes that portray the target as demonic or non-human. Such memes include the
          depiction of Clinton as a witch and Trump as a pumpkin. Dehumanisation functions as a “radical form of
          out-group derogation” (Volpato and Andrighetto, 2015, p. 31). Using demonisation/dehumanisation as a means of
          character assassination sidelines the political proposal the attacked candidate is putting forward.
        

      

      
        Ad Hominem


        
          The ad hominem category includes internet memes that express “derogatory statements about personal
          characteristics, a condemnation of the person’s behavior, or speculation about the individual’s motives or
          special interests” (Samoilenko, 2016, p. 115). Like memes in the dehumanisation category, ad hominem attacks
          eliminate the necessity to engage with the political propositions put forward by the attacked person.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            Figure 29.1
            Internet Meme Demonising/Dehumanising Hillary Clinton
          


          
            Source: FlyingTigerComics, 2016
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            Figure 29.2
            Internet Meme Accusing Trump of Being Hypocritical (and thus flawed as a person)
          


          
            Source: Occupy Democrats, 2016
          

        

      

      
        Guilt by Association


        
          As suggested by Samoilenko et al. (2018), guilt by association refers to memes that portray a
          relationship with any “known” offender to discredit the candidate. The negative reputation of the offender is
          thereby projected onto the target, calling his or her morality into question because the offender is morally
          reprehensible. As shown in Figure 29.3, the simple association of Hillary Clinton with ISIS undermines
          her legitimacy as a candidate.
        

      

      
        Name-calling


        
          Name-calling describes the practice of applying specific labels to a candidate in order to discredit him.
          This may involve “ideological labels such as ‘communist’, ‘fascist’, ‘Nazi’, ‘capitalist’, … and so on”
          (Samoilenko, 2016, p. 117). Through name-calling, internet memes frame candidates ideologically and thus
          harden the in-group conception of the external enemy. Similarly to the aforementioned categories, attaching
          the label of a radical, marginalised group to a candidate causes the candidate’s policy proposals to be seen
          through the lens of that specific group.
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            Figure 29.3 Guilt
            by Association Attack Against the Clinton Family (concerning alleged involvement with Saudi Arabia in ISIS
            funding)
          


          
            Source: LewRockwell, 2016
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            Figure 29.4
            Internet Meme Using Name-Calling (by referring to Donald Trump as “white
            trash”)
          


          
            Source: cthulhudreams, 2016
          

        

      

      
        Mental Illness


        
          The mental illness category includes memes that question the mental health of a candidate – and, by
          extension, his or her fitness for public office. This category also comprises “notions of insanity, madness,
          lack of rationality, instability, and irrationality” (Samoilenko et al., 2018, p. 443).
        

      

      
        Sexual Deviance


        
          According to Samoilenko et al. (2018, p. 443–444) the sexual deviance framework is to be understood as
          “any deviation [from social norms], especially in regard to sexual conduct.”
        

      

      
        Misquoting


        
          Samoilenko (2016, p. 116) suggests understanding misquoting as “omitting significant details from a quote and
          quoting out of context.” Memes that use misquotes are given their own category.
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            Figure 29.5
            Internet Meme Labelling Trump as Having Mental Health Issues (and thus
            questioning his fit for the presidency)
          


          
            Source: @CoachRomney, 2016
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            Figure 29.6
            Internet Meme Portraying Trump as a Perpetrator of Sexual Assault
          


          
            Source: ZacharyNimmons, 2016
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            Figure 29.7
            Internet Meme Featuring a Misquoting Example (It uses the content from an email
            of Clinton’s Campaign Chair John Podesta. The misquote blends together two different sentences into
            Hillary’s alleged direct quote)
          


          
            Source: TodaysReality, 2016
          

        

      

      
        Anonymous Lies


        
          This category includes memes that contained a lie about one of the two candidates. The meme in Figure
          29.8 was chosen because the alleged quote seems to be a straightforward lie, as Tom Kertscher argued in
          Politifact (2018).
        


        
          Common to all categories is the attack’s intent to delegitimise the targeted individual and, by extension,
          the policies he or she proposes. Labelling someone as mentally ill, a Nazi, a liar, sexual deviant, etc.
          renders a serious argument with that person unnecessary. On this logic, it is not even worth considering
          anything the attacked person says.
        


        
          It is important to note that for the purposes of this study, it was not relevant whether the claim in the
          Internet meme was actually true or not. It does not matter whether the content of a character assassination
          attack is objectively true; it is sufficient for the attack to be credible enough to resonate with its target
          group. For instance, repeated portrayals of Hillary Clinton as elitist and detached made a statement such as
          that shown in image 8 seem plausible enough to be considered valid.
        


        
          [image: Image]

          
            Figure 29.8
            Internet Meme Featuring an Anonymous Lie (despite the known source, the lie is
            spread by anonymous online users)
          


          
            Source: @wallstr0ckstar, 2016
          

        

      

      
        Results


        
          We identified 371 issues raised by memes in total. Some memes contained more than one issue, while others had
          no identifiable issue. The top issue in Trump memes was wishes for a happy birthday (eighty-one), which were
          often combined with the slogan of the Trump campaign, “make … great again” (eighteen); Trump’s claim that
          “Mexico will pay for …” (twenty-two); Mexicans as an ethnic group in general (thirteen); and many variations
          on one of Trump’s favourite phrases, “nobody better than me” (twenty-six). The Access Hollywood tape and
          Trump’s alleged sexual harassment of many women was the second-most mentioned issue (thirty-five). Other
          prominent topics were the border wall (twenty-four) and Trump’s alleged racism (ten). Thus, Trump’s scandals
          appeared in a mere ten per cent of the memes mentioned.
        


        
          Hillary Clinton, on the contrary, was often targeted for her (alleged) scandals and heavily criticised for
          her character. Among the 209 identified issues, the portrayal of Clinton as a criminal and/or corrupt
          (thirty-four) and as a notorious liar (twenty) dominated. A second narrative thread, the FBI investigation of
          her email server, was mentioned thirty-three times. Other notable issues were her debates with Donald Trump
          (sixteen), misogyny directed at her (ten), the Benghazi investigation (nine), and her health status (eight).
          If one adds up the first three issues, it becomes clear that Clinton was much more frequently targeted for
          (alleged) misconduct than was Trump. Thus, it seems that Hillary Clinton was more of a target of character
          assassination attempts than Donald Trump.
        


        
        
          Table 29.1 Types of Character Assassination Targeted at Clinton and Trump
        
[image: Image]


        
          To determine whether this was in fact the case, the memes were analysed for the presence of character
          assassination and the CA-type. A t-test reveals that Hillary Clinton was significantly more often targeted by
          character assassination in internet memes than Donald Trump (t(615) = −7,188, p = .000). While
          Clinton was the target of 129 memes (N = 246) that contained a form of character assassination, Trump was
          targeted only in ninety-two memes (N = 371). The types of character assassination directed at the two
          candidates also showed marked differences (see Table 29.1). Clinton was mostly targeted by ad hominem
          memes (eighty), meaning that her character was attacked. Trump, on the other hand, was mostly attacked using
          the sexual deviance type (forty), which is unsurprising considering the Access Hollywood scandal.
        

      
    

    
      Discussion


      
        The findings presented in Table 29.1 have some serious limitations. After all, internet memes are not
        only a conceptual troublemaker, as Shifman (2013) points out, but also an empirical gadfly. To begin with, it
        is hard to tell what a Google image search returns. Memes found on a certain search date have not necessarily
        been created – or even uploaded to the internet – that day. The websites that host images that show up in a
        Google search do not always contain additional information about how and when the image was created and
        uploaded. Furthermore, coding poses a serious problem, especially for memes that involve larger strings of
        texts. Coding is problematic for two reasons. First, due to memes’ inherent ambiguity, there is a thin line
        between clear character assassination and mere mockery. Pointing to the potential hypocrisy of a political
        candidate is not automatically an attempt at character assassination, but can simply be a legitimate voicing of
        opinion that is grounded in facts. Furthermore, the categories themselves are rather blurry at their
        boundaries. Demonisation/dehumanisation, for example, is closely connected to images intended to show states of
        mental illness. The same is true for misquotation and anonymous lies. Secondly, the different forms of content
        can be ambiguous toward each other as well; image and text do not necessarily
        complement each other. But while textual analysis is relatively straightforward, visual analysis is much more
        difficult, and the analysis of potential interaction effects between image and text is yet more complex. On a
        conceptual level, it is hard to tell what the effects of internet memes actually are. Metrics such as likes,
        shares, or retweets give only a partial picture of how memes spread, how far, and with what effect. Many memes
        are created and uploaded on platforms like imgflip.com and from thence spread
        to Twitter feeds, Facebook timelines, or Reddit threads. And while it is apparent that popular memes like the
        Obama Hope Meme (see Seiffert-Brockmann, Diehl and Dobusch, 2017) have widespread recognition, their impact on
        Internet users remains by and large unclear. Thus, while Internet memes seem to be a perfect weapon for
        character assassination, it remains to be seen if they actually are. Content analysis as proposed in this
        chapter can only assess their potential.
      


      
        With these caveats in mind, there are nevertheless some interesting insights to be drawn from the findings
        presented in Table 29.1. The large number of character assassination categories present in the memes
        found one month prior to the 2016 US presidential election shows that memes are indeed predestined to serve as
        a tool of sustained character assassination. While certain issues, like Clinton’s emails and Trump’s alleged
        sexual harassment, peak in memes around the dates when stories are covered in mainstream news media, they do
        not die with the news cycle. They constantly resurface on the internet, likely due to different communication
        logics of the platforms they appear on. While journalists in news media need to report something new,
        discussions on websites like Reddit move at a much slower pace and can circle around one particular issue for
        much longer.
      


      
        The impact of internet memes on the outcome of elections should not, however, be overblown compared to
        traditional mass media. According to data analyst Nate Silver (2017), coverage of
        the Comey Letter on 28 October 2016, ten days before the election, most likely cost Hillary Clinton the
        election. This suggests that mass media, not memes, had the decisive impact, and the same would probably have
        been true if Trump had been hit with the allegations surrounding the Access Hollywood Tape so close to the
        election. However, the consistently high levels of character assassination in anti-Clinton memetic discourses
        suggest that the perpetuated negative image of Clinton might have fallen on fertile ground with Trump-leaning
        voters. Internet memes might not deliver the deathblow to a public reputation, but they probably play a role in
        laying the groundwork.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          Figure 29.9 Internet
          Meme Showing Trump “Drawing”
        


        
          Source: @TrumpDraws, 2017
        

      


      
        One example that highlights this distinct property of memes is the Twitter channel Trump Draws (@SnoopMikey;
        @TrumpDraws). Beginning with Donald Trump signing his first executive order on the day of his inauguration on
        January 20, 2017, the channel has constantly published new memes that mock Trump by Photoshopping the content
        of executive orders, replacing them with silly and childish drawings (see image 29.9).
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          Figure 29.10 Example
          of Character Praise by Memes
        


        
          Source: mcyaple, 2016
        

      


      
        For more than a year now, the channel has perpetuated the idea that the President of
        the United States does not know what he is doing, that his mental state is questionable, and that he is thus
        unfit for office. A single meme of this type, as shown in Image 9, would be nothing more than ridiculing the
        person. But the constant repetition of similar memes amounts to exactly what Icks and Shiraev had in mind when
        they defined character assassination as a deliberate and sustainable effort to destroy a person’s reputation.
      


      
        The findings of this study also suggest that there is a distinct difference in the way character assassination
        works in news media compared to memetic discourses. The news is perceived by supporters and opponents alike,
        which is to say that – biased information processing notwithstanding – news coverage can potentially affect
        both camps. Therefore, character assassination by classical news media can try to sway people to change their
        position. Internet memes however, emerge largely in closed online echo chambers where likeminded people mingle.
        Therein, character assassination by memes strengthens pre-existing disaffirmations of political opponents
        rather than weakening a candidate’s base of support. Thus, memes reassure users that their opposition to a
        political candidate, and support for the own camp, is justified. The constant perpetuation of character
        assassination by memes bolsters pre-existing negative attitudes toward the opponent and positive attitudes
        toward the preferred candidate. This view seems reasonable, since memes not only attack opponents but also
        praise the supported side. As images 29.10 and 29.11 demonstrate, memes can serve as vehicles for character
        praise, which can be understood as the deliberate effort to sustainably bolster an individual’s reputation.
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          Figure 29.11 Another
          Example of Character Praise by Memes
        


        
          Source: @Bkrenfro5Renfro, 2017
        

      


      
        In hindsight, it is easy to suggest that the memetic discourse portrayed here
        anticipated the outcome of the 2016 presidential elections. However, the meme/CA ratio (Clinton = .52 CA
        attempts per meme; Trump = .25 attempts per meme) suggests that Hillary Clinton was at a serious disadvantage
        despite the many scandals surrounding the Trump campaign. The allegations brought forward by Internet memes
        dated back years, sometimes even decades, and thus tapped into a familiar framework on how to judge Hillary
        Clinton. Memes that depicted Trump included equally fierce character attacks as those on Clinton, but to a much
        lesser degree. While Clinton memes were almost always critical of the candidate, many Trump memes just made fun
        of the candidate’s rhetoric, without making a straightforward statement against the individual. To many users,
        it seems, it was simply funny to wish someone a “Yuge Happy Birthday”. Contrariwise, depicting Clinton texting
        “I did not have any textual relations with that server” might have confirmed people’s negative mental
        associations with Hillary Clinton.
      

    

    
      Conclusion


      
        Internet memes’ image as a conceptual troublemaker makes them an interesting object for students of character
        assassination. Unlike written content, memes easily tap into underlying contexts, using references inherent in
        their visual components. They draw on pre-existing frameworks, which they can easily flip using a simple
        caption. In this way, they break with existing expectations regarding content and inherent social relations,
        features to which Godart and White (2010) referred as ambiguity and ambage. This subversive
        disruption is essential for character assassination, because it legitimises the practice itself. Internet memes
        simultaneously attempt and justify assassination: Clinton and Trump are attacked by portrayals that cast them
        as non-human, mentally ill, or sexually deviant, because – following the inherent logic – they are. Motivation
        and practice merge within memes. And unlike journalistic texts, memes do not need to go to great lengths to
        establish a legitimate rationale. Any author of a meme can revert to the position that the creation is nothing
        more than fun.
      


      
        Internet memes appear to be ideal instruments for character assassination attempts. They connect a wide range
        of claims with memorable visuals of political candidates, thus reinforcing existing beliefs about an
        individual, predominantly within a distinct community that opposes the candidate in question.
      


      
        The memes analysed in this paper clearly perpetuated dimensions of character assassination in the 2016
        presidential elections in the United States. Hillary Clinton was repeatedly portrayed as a corrupt and criminal
        candidate unfit for public office due to scandals such as the FBI investigation surrounding her private email
        server and her political management of the Benghazi attacks in 2012. No matter the outcome of congressional or
        law enforcement investigations, Clinton’s image was repeatedly attacked by memes that kept the allegations
        alive. On the other side, Trump’s alleged repeated sexual assault and the portrayal of him as a mentally
        deranged racist rendered him, too, unfit for office. Future research should look more deeply into the reach and
        effects of memes, establishing to what extent internet memes actually contribute to character assassination.
        They should be assessed with regard to in-group coherence and the construction of an enemy image within that
        group. Furthermore, memes should be researched in relation to traditional forms of mass media – that is, how
        memes draw their content from mass media and feed back into public discourse. Memes aim to close the ranks
        among supporters of a political candidate, uniting them in their repudiation of the political opponent. They
        thus foster online tribalism in echo chambers. Memes are the perfect embodiment of character assassination
        within the cultural spheres of emerging new media. A single meme might have no measurable effect, a mere joke
        posted on Twitter or Facebook that is soon to be forgotten. But as a subversive,
        sustained practice, character assassination by Internet memes very probably yields effects that are hard to
        counter using strategic organised communication. To put it another way, Internet memes are like mosquitoes
        attacking an elephant. One tiny mosquito poses no threat to the giant elephant, but many of them will seriously
        harm it.
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    Conclusions and Future Research


    
      Sergei A. Samoilenko, Jennifer Keohane, Martijn Icks, and Eric Shiraev
    


    
      This volume has explored character assassination and reputation management from many angles and disciplines. It
      supports a fundamental thesis articulated in Icks and Shiraev (2014) that character assassination, a complex and
      timeless phenomenon, is best understood when investigated through the lenses of interdisciplinary inquiry.
      Moreover, a series of observations in this book concur that this multidimensional construct should be assessed
      according to its five essential integrals: the Attacker, the Target, the Medium, the
      Audience and the Context. Thus, we examine character assassinations of different degrees and
      complexity, ranging from drive-by character attacks to sustained strategic campaigns, in a systematic manner
      through a proposed theoretical framework.
    


    
      Key Takeaways


      
        Most chapters in this volume discuss character assassination as a process of strategic defamation
        efforts rather than a product in the form of a ruined reputation or the ultimate public death of one’s
        image. Multidisciplinary research in this volume supports the previous observation that CA has universal as
        well as culture-specific features. Shiraev (Chapter 5) advocates a
        cross-cultural perspective in order to avoid generalisations based on specific ethnicities, nations or
        cultures. Although the methods employed by character assassins remain largely consistent across many cultures
        and socio-political contexts throughout history, the media used to pursue CA change over time and, to a lesser
        extent, space – as does the evaluation of particular character features as “good” or “bad.” Hagen (Chapter 6) draws attention to the cultural relativeness of character and character
        assassination, remarking on how the study of defamation in various areas and epochs can reveal underlying
        values and repertoires of emotions.
      


      
        Most chapters feature CA methods originally discussed in Icks and Shiraev (2014). The most popular methods
        include name-calling (Egorova and Egorova, Chapter 7; van Kessel,
        Chapter 10), ridiculing (Gilbert, Chapter 15; Reeves and Ingraham, Chapter 26; Lichter and
        Farnsworth, Chapter 25), ad hominem attacks and demonisation
        (Samaras, Kolovos and Papagianni, Chapter 11; Simons, Chapter 12), and accusations of sexual deviance (Icks, Chapter 13; Burrows, Chapter 14). Another recurring theme is
        the permanence of state-run CA campaigns attacking and denigrating the opposition through labelling and
        the auxiliary techniques of othering and creating an enemy image (Egorova and Egorova, Chapter 7; Saleh, Chapter 8). Yet another method
        used by authoritarian regimes is erasing political opponents from public memory,
        eliminating them from public records and photographs (Klicperová-Baker, Chapter
        23). In ancient Rome, emperors sought to control the past by censuring historical works that presented
        views they disliked (Krüpe, Chapter 18). However, historians have often had
        the last laugh, posthumously discrediting “bad” rulers and destroying the positive image they cultivated during
        their lifetimes (Icks, Chapter 13). The distortion of history through popular
        culture is discussed by Burrows (Chapter 14), who notes that Sophia Coppola’s
        movie oversimplifies the life and tragedy of Marie-Antoinette without properly explaining the violent hatred of
        her.
      


      
        Character assassination is traditionally perceived as a public event intended for audiences as a means
        to shape public opinion about the target. This view is supported by Klicperová-Baker (Chapter 23), who sees show trials as propagandistic spectacles that are widely publicised and
        highly promoted by their producers. Laruelle (Chapter 22) notes the wide use
        of historicism and the current escalation of reductio ad Hitlerum in the public sphere as a tool
        for framing political and geopolitical legitimacy by exercising control over the labelling of opponents. The
        audience-centric nature of CA campaigns is discussed by Dixon and Traninger (Chapter 24), Simons (Chapter 12) and van Kessel (Chapter 10). Clandestine and covert operations, such as silencing, erasing from memory,
        and spreading rumours and conspiracy theories, were also discussed (Burrows, Chapter 14; Krüpe, Chapter 18).
      


      
        The authors in this volume largely support the notion of character assassination as strategic
        communication of attack and defence. Some contributors view it from a psychological perspective, as an act
        of offence and aggression that is primarily predetermined by the mental profiles of victimisers and victims
        (Shiraev and Makhovskaya, Chapter 3; Egorova and Egorova, Chapter 7; Bogolyubova, Chapter 27), as well as multiple
        audiences passing judgement (Shiraev, Chapter 5). Other chapters argue that
        strategies for character attacks are embedded in moral codes from a particular culture (Shiraev, Chapter 5), the characteristics of the emergent media (Dixon and Traninger, Chapter 24; Reeves and Ingraham, Chapter 26) or the
        rhetorical nature of human interaction (Minielli, Chapter 20; Benoit,
        Chapter 21). In her analysis of the 1954 CBS exchange between journalist
        Edward R. Murrow and Senator Joseph McCarthy, Keohane (Chapter 19) argues
        that Murrow’s argument succeeded largely due to his rhetorical savvy “when a character assassin used
        kairos – the right strategy at the right time.”
      


      
        Several authors explain strategic character assassination as a survival tool used in highly contested and
        competitive environments. In politics, individual and collective actors constantly seek deliberate strategies
        to attack the reputation of their rivals and convince the public of their definition of reality. In Chapter 10, van Kessel discusses the populist techniques of Dutch radical right leader
        Geert Wilders. These techniques are sensitive to political events and opportunities, carefully targeted and
        representative of his party’s strategic course. Contributors discuss CA strategies in the form of black PR
        techniques in Russian electoral campaigning (Egorova and Egorova, Chapter 7),
        ad hominem attacks during parliamentary discussions of the EU-related referendum in Greece (Aspriadis, Takas
        and Samaras, Chapter 17) and revenge strategies by activist stakeholders
        (Coombs and Holladay, Chapter 16).
      


      
        Character assassination strategies should be understood in the context of a specific political regime and its
        monopoly on using violence. Some CA strategies can co-exist within democratic environments and be conveniently
        employed in media relations or against domestic or foreign opponents (Aspriadis, Takas and Samaras, Chapter 17; Minielli, Chapter 20). Authoritarian and
        totalitarian governments, however, have more strategic resources at their disposal to instigate public reaction
        against dissenting voices or promote the state ideology (Saleh, Chapter 8;
        Egorova and Egorova, Chapter 7). Schmitt (Chapter 28) articulates a contrary view, arguing that not all character attacks are
        politically motivated or strategic and should sometimes be perceived as a by-product
        of collective rage, stupefaction or public outrage at an event, especially when masses vent their emotions or
        seek revenge. Samoilenko (Chapter 4) discusses some examples where character
        assassination as symbolic and cultural violence is built into the ideology of the political regime and used as
        a means of informal governance. Likewise, Coombs and Holladay (Chapter 16)
        refer to examples of politicians’ actions damaging their own characters through the misuse of digital channels.
      


      
        The contributors discuss various dynamics of character attacks. Specifically, post-mortem attacks are
        discussed by Icks (Chapter 13), Burrows (Chapter 14), Krüpe (Chapter 18) and others. Spontaneous
        attacks are discussed by Schmitt (Chapter 28) and Seiffert-Brockmann
        (Chapter 29). The resource disparities in vertical attacks, when a
        large organisation or regime takes on an individual or an individual attempts to bring down a regime, are
        addressed by Saleh (Chapter 8), Klicperová-Baker (Chapter 23) and Dixon and Traninger (Chapter 24). The most
        commonly discussed character attacks come from transparent sources. There are only a few cases of
        anonymous attacks. Burrows (Chapter 14) notes that the destiny of
        Marie-Antoinette was decided after rumours and conspiracy theories that originated in the court were reused by
        the populace and revolutionary plotters. Several chapters advocate the wider examination of the collective
        scope of character attacks. Samoilenko (Chapter 4) addresses character
        assassination in terms of intergroup behavior. Aspriadis, Takas and Samaras (Chapter 17) support extending the current analytical framework to the interstate level,
        leading to the notion of “country assassination.” Chapter 16 (Coombs and
        Holladay) elaborates on the idea of “corporate character assassination” and locates it within the strategic
        communication practice of crisis communication. Simons (Chapter 12) and
        Laruelle (Chapter 22) argue that hybrid CA and “enemy image” campaigns
        interlink the personality of a leader and judgments of a country. This interaction works in both directions:
        national leaders can also be attacked by having certain features of the country they represent attributed to
        them.
      

    

    
      New Contributions


      
        This volume significantly contributes to the growing body of CA scholarship by exploring new conceptual
        approaches and research venues.
      


      
        First, this collection of chapters demonstrates how various academic fields can be seamlessly integrated
        into the CA framework. For instance, an auspicious vector of collaboration is between character assassination
        and crisis communication, a sub-specialty of public relations. Coombs and Holladay (Chapter 16) argue that “corporate character assassination” provides a fresh perspective for
        examining reputational crises by focusing on the reasons why corporate character attacks occur and continue.
        Another intriguing perspective is the symbiosis between character assassination and political marketing
        (Simons, Chapter 12). This approach connects CA scholarship to the body of
        literature on negative political advertising and mudslinging campaigns that are designed to adversely affect
        the target’s political assets, such as image and brand. Specifically, the strategies and tactics of
        obstructive marketing and product contamination deserve additional attention: CA campaigners
        ensure that the political brand of the target is tainted and thus denied some operational choices and
        abilities. In addition, a joint application of Benoit’s theory of persuasive attack and the CA framework
        provides multiple research opportunities for the examination of blames and accusations related to individual
        and collective character and behaviour. The theory of persuasive attack is particularly instrumental when
        applied in studies focusing on both character and policy attacks. Moreover, the insights from rhetoric can help
        scholars uncover how speakers build and develop their character for audiences in strategic communication. This understanding views character assassination as an unfolding exchange
        embedded in social and political contexts.
      


      
        Second, the cross-cultural perspective of character assassination promises great academic potential.
        Shiraev (Chapter 5) underscores that the strategies of character attacks
        often lie within moral codes embedded in social norms, traditions and implicit cultural characteristics,
        including allusions, stereotypes and hidden norms of bargaining. For example, Icks (Chapter 13) notes that ancient historians, corresponding to the socio-political norms of their
        times, imposed particularly strict limitations on women who refused to comply. The proposed discussion of CA
        events in terms of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions helps explain how the processes of stigmatisation and
        othering develop in individualistic and collectivist societies, or how accusations of improper social
        conduct are treated in cultures of high and low cultural traditionalism. Furthermore, by understanding
        differences in uncertainty avoidance and tolerance for scandals, scholars can assess reputational risks for
        potential targets and prognosticate public reaction to the lack of proper public apology.
      


      
        Third, the chapters on reputation management presented in this volume provide fundamental approaches to
        prevent and counter character attacks. The concept of image prepare is suggested by Compton (Chapter 2) as a conceptual model for studying (and protecting against) character
        assassination. The author indicates that inoculation can protect against character attacks by reframing
        negative emotional responses into something more positive: political humour, post-inoculation talk and
        anti-bullying response. Additionally, inoculation messaging can be strategically used for self-inoculation or
        self-defence to protect the attitudes and beliefs of the one being attacked and boost self-efficacy. Coombs and
        Holladay (Chapter 16) argue that crisis response strategies can be applied to
        defend against character attacks or rebuild the damaged character. Specifically, these strategies can be
        applied to detect reputational threats, diagnose public beliefs and attitudes towards organisations and their
        CEOs, and develop response strategies in post-crisis situations.
      


      
        Fourth, this volume provides significant insight into the constantly developing cultures of traditional
        and emergent media. Lichter and Farnsworth (Chapter 25) discuss late-night
        comedy programs, which provide fertile territory for modern techniques of character assassination. Late-night
        ridicule reflects and potentially amplifies public cynicism and negativity about public figures when commentary
        is passed around by peer communication via social media. On a similar note, Coombs and Holladay (Chapter 16) posit that the digital environment increases the risk of corporate character
        assassination. Seiffert-Brockmann (Chapter 29) argues that Internet memes, as
        units of popular culture, contribute to the discursive delegitimisation of political candidates and reinforce
        tribalism and in-group cohesiveness by attacking the enemy. Schmitt (Chapter
        28) argues that co-creational framing is especially dangerous when collective public conversations
        contribute to a scapegoat ecology. Bogolyubova (Chapter 27) explains how
        Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy thrive in anonymous online environments, facilitating moral
        disengagement and instigating harmful behaviours online.
      


      
        Fifth, this volume advances a new perspective on character assassination as an institutional mechanism
        of informal governance and social moral regulation. Samoilenko (4), Egorova and Egorova (7) and
        Klicperová-Baker (23) discuss how governments apply preventive CA measures to individual and collective actors
        from taking actions that may destabilise the state order or affect the interests of a political system. These
        measures include arranged collective letters against “traitors,” spreading rumours and organising witch hunt
        campaigns against the opposition. The strategies of show trials are exemplary in this respect because they
        include a spectacle of moralistic vengeance and public lashing, demonstrating the power of the system to all
        spectators. Laruelle (Chapter 22) argues that the
        labelling of foreign leaders and moral positioning techniques have become popular means for framing political
        and geopolitical legitimacy and regulating power distribution in international relations. Finally, Reeves and
        Ingraham (Chapter 26) discuss how the use of incivility and character attacks
        on social media is normalised under the guise of regulating a moral order. In fact, their chapter echoes
        Foucault’s idea of governmentality, when individual behaviour is moulded and optimised via non-coercive
        means, such as persuasion and social pressure.
      


      
        Finally, several chapters reflect on the positive aspects of character assassination. Primarily, CA can
        be perceived as a driver of change. Dixon and Traninger (Chapter 24) discuss
        how Martin Luther believed in CA as a propaganda tool during the Reformation. Arguably, it is unlikely that his
        movement would have triggered the Reformation had Luther decided to abide by the traditional theological
        discourse. At the same time, his “exposure-through-confrontation” campaign equipped subsequent generations to
        adopt the techniques of the early Reformation to degrade and depreciate confessional rivals. Contrary to
        Lichter and Farnsworth (Chapter 25), who warn about the negative effects of
        political comedy, Gilbert (Chapter 15) argues that CA may function as healthy
        satire. Importantly, caricature attack is a powerful rhetorical device used to deconstruct the political
        culture in Washington while displaying the breakdown of a wholly Washingtonian “sacred union of citizens.”
        Coombs and Holladay (Chapter 16) also discuss positive aspects of CA, arguing
        that character attacks by activists provide insights into shifting societal values helping organisations adjust
        to these shifts. These attacks also provide useful information concerning the causes of anger and underlying
        problems that can be incorporated into future organisational decision making.
      

    

    
      Future Research


      
        Future studies can enhance scholarship on CA by exploring the dynamics of attacks and defences according to
        five main factors: the Attacker, the Target, the Medium, the Audience and the
        Context. The proposed framework provides multiple opportunities for scholarship in other academic
        disciplines.
      


      
        The cross-cultural approach suggested by Shiraev (Chapter 5) elucidates the
        influence of culture on the creation of meaning during reputational scandals. This approach should not only
        include the study of various countries and ethnicities, but should also take the historical dimension into
        account, which presents challenges and opportunities of its own. On the one hand, scarce historical data may
        prevent the use of methods of analysis employed in contemporary cases, especially where statistics or audience
        responses are concerned. On the other hand, historical cases have much to teach us about the ways CA practices
        have been affected by changes in political contexts, the media, cultural norms and other long-term
        developments.
      


      
        It is particularly interesting to examine the causes and effects of character attacks violating the accepted
        social norms of civility based on intercultural studies grounded in Goffman’s notion of face, or one’s
        self-image in accordance with social and cultural expectations (1955), Brown and Levinson’s model of
        politeness (1978), face-negotiation theory (Ting-Toomey, 2004) and impression and identity
        management theories (Cupach and Metts, 1994; Imahori and Cupach, 2005). Moreover, it is advantageous to
        examine cultural differences when the target of attack attempts to save individual or collective face or
        protect social identities or desired reputation. For example, individuals may publicly glorify ideologically
        approved dogmas or cultural norms that other group members also share and support. Another interesting area is
        the notion of character assassination immunity (CAI), or a person’s ability to withstand character
        attacks due to cultural conditions that allow certain individuals to develop strong barriers or psychological
        defences against character attacks.
      


      
        More research might explore the relationship between CA and attribution
        theory, which explores how people explain and justify their own actions and the actions of others. This can
        help us understand how our perceptions of the cause and controllability of a situation can lead to emotional
        reactions that prompt us to endorse stigmatising attitudes and discriminate against others. Attribution theory
        helps us understand why some targets receive the status of “victims” in the eyes of the media and the public
        while others do not. By looking into the identity and attributes of victims represented in Christie’s (1986)
        celebrated stereotype of “the ideal victim,” we can better understand the construction of social narratives of
        victims. This may include the social skills of articulating excuses and justifications by targets, or the
        visibility of victims’ suffering in the media, showing their inner strength to carry on with their lives after
        their victimisation. It will help explain why some reputational attacks are successful while others face
        contempt despite the truthfulness of their claims.
      


      
        Future studies could further test approaches that protect individuals and professional communities against CA
        attempts. Forthcoming research might build on proposed theories including image repair theory (Benoit, 2015),
        situational crisis communication theory (Coombs and Holladay, 2002) and pre-emptive inoculation and image
        prepare strategies (Compton, Chapter 2). “Image prepare” seems particularly
        promising as a conceptual model for studying (and protecting against) character assassination. As suggested by
        Compton, upcoming studies of inoculation and character assassination could come in many forms, including
        experimental studies and rhetorical analysis. In addition, as indicated by Bogolyubova (Chapter 27), future empirical research is required to explain the role of moral disengagement
        strategies and dark personality traits in the perpetration of online character attacks and the enabling harmful
        behaviours. It will provide important implications for the development of techniques to prevent character
        attacks. Another promising venue is the issue of self-inflicted character assassination as an outcome of
        unintentional actions, when faux pas crises arise from the misuse of modern technology or inadequate reaction
        to public criticism.
      


      
        More research is needed to examine the role of source credibility in persuasive attacks that result in
        subsequent acts of character assassination. Since the success of many CA undertakings is primarily decided by
        the public, sources that appear credible are more likely to succeed. Thus, the personal and rhetorical
        attributes of attackers often become crucial for establishing their credibility or expertise. Since media
        professionals tend to give priority to the personal traits of political actors, there are multiple
        opportunities for charismatic leaders, populists or other actors with soundbite messages who fully embrace this
        media logic. We especially need to address the psychology and motivations of online influencers responsible for
        framing discourses in niche online communities and disseminating conspiracy theories. By identifying the
        highest-ranking opinion leaders and their most popular frames, we can analyse how conversations shift over time
        and what topics get most recognition from online users. Another area of research is the effect of popular
        comedians, who are increasingly replacing the traditional press as news sources and promoting personal ridicule
        and unjustified personal attacks. We must extensively study rhetorical strategies to better understand how
        attackers build their prior and intrinsic ethos (see Keohane, Chapter
        19) and why some character attacks “stick” while others are ignored.
      


      
        Another important topic is the relationship between character assassination and media effects, specifically
        agenda-setting, priming and framing. For example, scholars should address the processes of
        frame-building and frame-setting during media coverage of major political and social scandals, which involves
        selecting some aspects of a perceived reality while obscuring others. By attaching memorable labels or
        selectively assigning blame to different actors, the mass media can shape mass opinion and assign the roles of
        victims and villains. Another important question is the impact on news production of commercial imperatives,
        which eventually lead to an overall dependence on sensational headlines and
        clickbait content that thrive on negativity, political scandals, populist rhetoric and uncivil discourse.
      


      
        A promising line of research might investigate how multiple audiences co-create the meaning of crises triggered
        by online attacks on character. In crisis, public figures and their organisations are surrounded by active
        crisis investors who frequently contribute to aggravating crisis conditions. These contributors include
        bloggers, activists, competitors and other invested stakeholders. In addition, Internet anonymity can be
        conveniently abused by trolling and cyber aggression. Social media allow ordinary citizens to become agents of
        persuasion and shape public discourse by adding their own frames and opinions regarding reputational crises and
        scandals. Hashtag campaigns allow motivated users to mobilise supporters, start an online protest movement or
        even form a digital lynch mob. Another important issue is the cognitive and emotional impact of visual framing
        on public opinion during CA campaigns. This includes additional research about the subversive power of hostile
        and ridiculing memes that would help us understand how sticky phrases reinforce verbal slants or allegations.
      


      
        More empirical research is required to gauge the measurable impact of character assassination. Character
        attacks may result in declining polls in a tight race or reputational losses experienced by the target. Future
        studies could assess the degree of reputational harm and moral damage experienced by survivors of character
        attacks. A comprehensive qualitative analysis should take into account the specifics of the political or
        cultural environment in which the attacker and the target operate, as well as the factors explaining the
        target’s resilience. In some cases, public opinion research is required to measure other people’s beliefs and
        attitudes about the target. Potential reputational damage can be estimated in terms of declining confidence in
        leadership and an erosion of public trust. Future studies should introduce advanced statistical analyses to
        make predictions about the possible impact of CA attempts and calculate risk assessment of potential
        reputational losses.
      


      
        Character assassination scholarship can benefit society in many ways. In addition to the aforementioned
        arguments, it offers an effective antidote to incivility and misinformation and helps the public develop
        critical skills to properly assess the content of news media and popular culture. Future scholarship will
        further increase our knowledge of character assassination by testing, refining and elaborating theory and
        providing a more complete understanding of this phenomenon and the strategies for countering it.
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Incrasing Percived Responsibility for the Act
1) Accused committed the act before
2) Accused planned the act
3) Accused knew likely consequences of the act
4) Accused benefitted from the act
Increasing Negative Perceptions of Act
1) Extent of the damage
z) Persistence of negative effects
on the audience
4) Inconsistency
5) Victims are innocent/helpless
6) Obligation to protect vict
7) Victims are dignified/honorable/noble

Source: Benosit and Dorries (1996): Legge ef al. (2012)
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= Putin-Trump relationship (47)
== Dangerous cooperation (53)
== Putin's puppet (17)

== Putin's preferred candidate (12)
== Bromance (8)

B Contact/connections with

Putin/Russia (26)
Putin/Russia celebrating (17)
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Party Posicion of Referenduum Parliamentary Vote on 3rd Bailout (14 August 2015)

SYRIZA NO Yes: 105, No: 33, Abstained: 11
ANEL NO
Nea Democratia YES YES
YES YES
Potami YES YES
KI Boycott NO
Golden Dawn NO

Yes: 222, No: 64, Abstained: 11

Sosscez Taataanis and Teperoglon (2016, p. 435)
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Types of Ad Hominem Argument

Period Total
Pre-Referendum Post-Referendum
Abusive from Veracity AdHA 2-112% 19-11.9% 61-11.7%
Abusive from Prudence AdHA 13-3.6% 1-0.5% 14-2.7%
Abusive from Perception AdHA. 11-3.0% 16-101% 27-5.2%
Abusive from Cognition AdHA 12-33% 3-1.9% 15-2.9%
Abusive from Morals AdHA 50-13.9% 49-308% 99-19.0%
Circumstantial AdHA 15-4.2% 10-63% 25-4.8%
Pragmatic Inconsistency AdHA 246.6% 2-13% 26-5.0%
From Commitment AdHA 1-0.3% 0 1-0.2%
Inconsistent Commitment AdHA 9-25% 53.1% 14-2.7%
ias Adl 5-1.4% 0 1.0%
Poisoning the Well AdHA 5-14% 2-13% 7-1.3%
Poisoning the Well by Alleging 112-31% 26-165% 138-26.5%
Group Bias AdHA
Double Standard AdHA 18-5.0% 12-75% 30-5.8%
Two Wrongs AdHA 1% 2-13% 6-1.2%
Tu Quoque AdHA. 6-1.7% 2-13% 8-1.5%
Guilt by Association AdHA 33-9.1% 10-63% 43-8.3%
Situationally Disqualifying AdHA 1-0.3% 0 102
Total 361-100% 159-100% 520-100%

S Tollile Ciaal by Ratlui
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== Reckless/Unpredictable (6)

= Psychopath/Dangerous (2)

" Aggressive/Sadistic (4)

= Power-Hungry/Dictator (4)

= Outcast/Pariah (4)

== Lies/Deception (11)
Guilty/Responsible (26)
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Types of Ad Hominem Argument

Anel Kke Potami Golden Dawn
Pe  Post  Pe Pt Pe  Pet  Pe Pt Pe Pt Pe Pt P DPost
Abusive from Veracity AdHA 6 1 0 0 8 12 9 7 4 1 2 1
T9%  36% 0%  00% 133% 1L1% 207% 321% 135% 125% 13.0%  83%  5.6%  36%
Abusive from Prudence AdHA. 3 0 0 0 4 1 0 0 1 0 5 0 0 0
9% 00% 0% 00%  67% 3T% 0% 0% 19% 0% 93% 0% 0% 0%
Abusive from Perception AdHA 2 1 4 0 0 10 0 3 0 1 5 0 0 1
26% 6% 160% 00% 0%  37.0% 0% 107% 0% 31%  93% 0% 0%  3.6%
Abusive from Cognition AdHA 3. 0 0 0 4 1 1 1 1 0 3 1 0 0
9% 00% 0% 00%  67% 3T%  L7% 3% 19% 0% 56% 83% 0% 0%
Abusive from Morals AdHA 12 1 1 4 15 4 8 11 3 3 4 14
105%  429%  40% 25.0% 183% 148% 25.9% 143% 154% 344%  5.6% 25.0% 111% 50%
Circumstantial AdHA 0 1 1 0 2 5 4 3 1 2 0 3 2
0% 6% 40% 0% 17% 74%  B6% 143%  58% 31% 37% 0%  83% 7%
Pragmatic Inconsistency AdHA 0 0 1 0 9 0 6 0 2 0 3 0 3 2
0% 0% 40% 0%  150% 0%  103% 0%  38% 0%  5.6% 0%  83% 1%
From Commitment AdHA 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
% % 0% 0% L% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Inconsistent Commitment AdHA 0 0 0 0 4 1 0 3 1 1 0 0 4 0
0% 0% 0% 0%  6T% 3T% 0% 107% 19% 31% 0% 0% 1L1% 0%
Double Standard AdHA B 1 3 0 0 4 1 1 1 2 4 3 0
105%  36% 1206 0% 0% 148%  L7%  36%  19%  63%  37% 333%  83%  00%
Bias AdHA 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
13% 0% 4% 0% 17% 0% 17% 0% 19% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Poisoning the Well AdHA 2 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 0
26% 0%  4.0% 0% 1.7% 0% 1L7% 0% 0%  63% 0% 0% 0% 0%
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53% 1 0% 250% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Ta Quoque AdHA 2 6% 1 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
26% 1 40% 0% 33% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 3%
Guilt by Association AdHA 12 6% 5 1 2 0 1 0 5 3 4 1 4 5
158% 1 2000 250% 3% 0% LT% 0% 96%  94%  74%  83% 111% 17.9%
Poisoning the Well by Alleging 24 10 7 1 12 1 14 3 2 7 20 2 3 2
Group Bias AdHA 3L6%  357%  280% 250% 200% 37% 241%  107% 423% 209% 37.0% 167% 361%  71%
Situationally Disqualifying AdHA 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
3% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 00%
Total 76 28 25 4 60 27 58 2 52 32 54 12 36 2
100% 100%  100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%  100%  100%

Soune: Table Created by Author
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Method Intended Effect Examples

Name-calling The target is reduced to~ Denouncing people who follow

No argument is made, but a a single trait or notion  alternative religious doctrines as
term is applied to the that triggers negative “heretics”

associations.

The target’s moral

Labelling opponents as “socialists”
or“tree huggers” in US politics
Accusations of corruption or

can be true or false, explicit or
implied, but the point is that the
target is accused of specific defects
in personlity or behaviour.

Ridiculing

Making jokes about the farget or
presenting them as a caricature.
Mockery is not limited to
personality; but can also target
appearance, physical disabilities,etc.

Fearmongering

Presenting the target as an enemy.
or threat. If the target’s basic
humanity is denied, we speak of
dehumanization.

Exposing

Publishing evidence (cither real or
forged) tht reveals the target’s
personality flaws or misdeeds.

Disgracing

The opposite of honouring. There
are various ways to signal that a
target is in disgrace: taking away
tokens of distinction and status,
putting them through rituals of
‘public humiliation, or expelling
them from the community
altogether.

Erasing

Authoritarian regimes can attempt
to destroy someone’s public
presence completely, for instance
by Photoshopping pictures and
writing an individual out of
history books.

capacities and other
personal features are
cast into doubt.

The target is no longer

The target becomes a
source of fear, hatred
sgust.

The target is exposed as
immoral, criminal or
otherwise flawed.

The target’s honour and
status are taken away;
sometimes they are
completely renounced
by the community they
belong to.

The target is completely

rem m the
‘public sphere/collective
‘memory.

election campaigns.

Insinuations that US President
Donald Trump is mentally
unbalanced.

The depiction of Emperor
Napoleon as a toy soldier in
British cartoons.

‘The circulation of pictures of
politicians taken at inopportune
‘moments to make them look
stupid.

Cicero branding Catiline as 2
threat to the Roman people in
his ian Orations

Martin Luther depicting his
religious opponents as demonic
creatures in the Reformation.

‘The publication of forged letters
during the American Civil
War to “prove” that George
Washington was a traitor to his

15 statues of political and
historical figures.

Tarring and feathering criminals in
the Wild West.

“Slut shaming” on the Internet.

‘The disappearance of politicians
who fell out of favour fro
photographs in Stalinist Russia
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