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Political Reading Artifacts: A Conceptual Approach on
Characterizing a Certain Way of Reading

_Abstract

Empirical reading research lacks informed distinctions among different ways of
reading, which often leads to generalized and superficial conclusions about the
functionality of reading in society. This is also the case for political communication,
which defines reading most often simply as the mental processing of textual political
information. This article proposes a more elaborated, interdisciplinary framework to
distinguish political reading as ‘different’ from other ways of reading based on
common attributes of their reading objects. Thereby, political reading processes,
demeanors, strategies, activities, and practices are induced as ‘political’ by pre-
arranged combinations of typical communicative and material objects and designs.

1_Introduction
In 2021, the German Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz (domestic intelligence
services) classified the political magazine Compact—an unofficial organ of the
Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) political party—as a right-wing, extremist
publication that spreads conspiracy theories, as well as anti-Semitic, and
Islamophobic content. The implication that reading Compact contributes to its readers
refusing democratic principles, discriminating against minorities, and exhibiting racist
nationalism reveals strongly incorporated norms regarding the necessity and influence
of political reading in Western democracies.! Today, political reading is seen as a
necessary, socially expected, routinized practice in everyday life: no less than one’s
“civic duty to keep informed.”* Reading newspapers, political magazines, online
news, or political social media channels is associated with ‘knowing what is going
on’ by acquiring political information, and ‘cultivating an opinion’ about political
agents, events, decisions, and developments. The public opinion shaped by such
communication is a central force in policy-making by citizens as political subjects,
which enables people to be part of cultural development and to politically shape their
own living environments. With the recurring incorporation of these normative
imaginaries in modern democracies, political reading practices have emerged as a
given way of reading, but have rarely been considered as a distinct reading mode in
empirical reading® and political communication research.*

In this article, I discuss political reading objects as part of material reading

practices, emphasizing that a characterization and typification of common features of
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these objects help to constitute political reading as a distinct way of reading for
empirical research. First, I outline an interdisciplinary approach, emphasizing that
reading objects have distinctive features that invite certain reading practices and
anticipate certain reading effects. Second, I discuss results obtained in political
communication research and concepts from media analysis to flesh out how political
reading media is produced to deliberately induce a certain way of political reading.
To illustrate this conceptual and theoretical approach, I will use examples from the
ongoing project Debattenmedium, Streitschrift oder Propaganda? (2022-2025)° that
examines the function of German political culture magazines in the political culture
of the Berlin Republic (1991-2022). Part of this project is the registration of 90
political culture magazines (including 350 printed issues and 100 digital reading
objects) into a relational database, capturing both their content, and their verbal,
material, and visual aspects, in quality and frequency of appearance, which can then
be interpreted as indications of certain aspects of political reading practices and their
effects. Examples chosen are intended to be relevant for all Western democracies, if

not stated otherwise.

2 Reading Objects

The missing distinction between different ways of reading® is a consequence of the
broad understanding of reading in many scientific disciplines, and of varying
concepts that go from de-contextualized mental constructions of meaning to complex
activities of social participation,” which often refer to reading as a homogenous
competence or literacy. In empirical reading research, reading is most often
characterized as purely cognitive apprehension of written letters or texts, which can
then be measured by standardized empirical tests like the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA). This superficial generalization, and the
absence of consolidated disciplinary reading research, have been criticized by several
reading researchers, who emphasize a need for further interdisciplinary methods and
theoretical perspectives.® Concerning empirical reading research, Mangen and van der
Weel, for example, argue that reading should always be analyzed in its situational
settings,” highlighting that reading takes place in various differing modes in everyday
life. Kuhn and Hagenhoff assert that reading is carried out very differently depending

on media objects being read, such that reading cannot be researched as a generalized
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cultural entity." Thumala Olave, in summary, suggests that empirical reading
research “has neglected meaning by studying reading mostly as reflection of or an

input to the social structure,”"!

which is especially true for political reading.

An interdisciplinary approach conceptualizes reading in its historical and cultural
contexts,'> which shape distinct ways of reading as socialized mental schemes" and
internalized behavior.'* Such a conception of reading'® is thus based on reading as a
specific mental, physical, and communicative activity, involving material and medial
written information, contextualized by certain (time- and culture-sensitive) modes of
identity construction, forms of Human-Object- and social interaction, and given social
structures. Whereas reading processes are universally defined as automated
perception, decoding, and processing of written signs,'® differences in reading then
arise at first from different reading demeanors, strategies, and operations. Reading
demeanors are different operational modes of reading that depend on available skills,
experiences, knowledge, and motivations which result in certain (culturally biased)
expectations when engaging certain (historically contextualized) reading situations.
They merge into specific reading strategies, which consciously or unconsciously
regulate reading processes related to reading objectives and situations. Political
reading, e.g., then can be understood as “situated and framed but not determined.”"’

With the materiality turn, the cognitive and affective dimensions of reading were
(again) expanded in media research by including dimensions of embodiment and
engagement with material reading artifacts.'"® Reading demeanors and strategies are
thus furthermore tied to physical reading activities, to the reading objects used, and to
spatial constellations of reading that differ in terms of bodily movement and
perception.” Analyzing and distinguishing these complex constellations of reading
can be done by connecting reading processes and reading activities, and by focusing
on the reception and usage of specific historical reading objects.” Different reading
practices are thus defined as automated, routinized, and continuous executions of
incorporated knowledge at a given time, which create, reproduce, actualize, and
transform reading activities in everyday life.”' They can be described empirically as
concrete reading acts and can be typified by concatenations of recurring reading acts
and formations with other practices.”” This includes typical material constellations of
bodies, artifacts, and symbolic meanings,” which are defined by reading similarities

when using comparable reading objects in comparable situational settings.*
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Reading objects thereby initiate and arrange specific reading activities® like
political reading by ‘agency.” This includes raising certain reading expectations,
including the cognitive and affective gratifications to be gained, by handling a
specific corporeal artefact, as well as by anticipating a certain mental processing of

semiotic traits in the form of reading demeanors and strategies.*

3_Political Reading Objects

3.1_Reading Objects in Political Communication

In political communication research, reading is commonly understood as a
fundamental cultural technique for acquiring necessary political information from
stored knowledge in written text to solve individual and collective political issues in
everyday life.”” This understanding accentuates the mental schemes of political
reading, in that political reading objects are always linked to certain cognitive
activities that develop political knowledge and political identity.*® Political reading
objects shape ways of processing, learning, thinking about, or being affected by the
political content that is selected for presentation. The reading processes to be fulfilled
include perceiving and elucidating political information presented in political reading
objects, adopting political information that has gained attention by creating mental
representations, and connecting them to existing political knowledge, thereby
creating, stabilizing, developing, or transforming (democratic) political attitudes and
activities by the evaluation of adopted political information. These mental activities
are linked to reader dispositions, e.g., knowledge about policies (relevance,
functionality, effects) and reading literacies for handling the effects of political
reading objects and their encompassed content, arguments, and persuasive elements.
For example, in an article from Berliner Debatte Initial, if a reader lacks
understanding of planned economies in eastern Europe, or is missing literacies that
enable comprehension of the complex arguments given for its transformation, the
article’s conclusion that more research in economic cultures is needed may be

misread as arguing for a revival of socialist paradigms (Fig. 1).
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Berliner Debatte Initial 15 (2004) 5/6

55

Heiko Pleines
Wirtschaftskulturelle Faktoren in der
postsozialistischen Transformation:
Der Bremer Ansatz

In der Diskussion um die Transformation
der osteuropidischen Volkswirtschaften nach
dem Zusammenbruch der sozialistischen
Planwirtschaft stand urspriinglich die Frage
im Vordergrund, wie sich der Staat am besten
aus seiner intervenierenden Rolle zuriickziehen
koénne, um marktwirtschaftliche Prozesse zur
Wirkung kommen zu lassen. Strategien zur Pri-
vatisierung und Liberalisierung in Verbindung
mit monetirer Stabilisierung wurden deshalb
zu den zentralen Themen. Wihrend diese
Strategien vor allem in den mittelosteuropi-
ischen Staaten zu einer positiven gesamtwirt-
schaftlichen Entwicklung fiihrten, waren viele
andere postsozialistischen Volkswirtschaften,
darunter auch Ruf$land, Mitte der 1990er Jahre
miteiner linger anhaltenden Wirtschaftskrise
konfrontiert.

In den Vordergrund trat nun die Suche
nach den Faktoren, die eine wirtschaftliche
Erholung verzogerten und die Unterschiede
zwischen den Transformationsstaaten erklar-
ten. Haufig verwiesen wurde dabei auf den
Einfluf} kultureller Faktoren (Hohmann 1999a).
Gleichzeitig wandte sich die Wirtschafts- und
auch die Politikwissenschaft allgemein verstirkt
kulturell orientierten Erklirungsansitzen zu
(Jones 2003). In diesem Kontext wurde 1998 an
der Bremer Forschungsstelle Osteuropa unter
der Leitung von Hans-Hermann Hohmann der
Forschungsschwerpunkt ,Wirtschaftskultur”
eingerichtet.

Da die Analyse wirtschaftskultureller Fakto-
renin der postsozialistischen Transformation in
der Forschung noch nicht etabliert war, wurde
die Bestandsaufnahme bestehender Ansitze
und bereits vorliegender empirischer Ergebnisse

das erste Ziel des Forschungsschwerpunktes. Zu
diesem Zweck wurde eine Reihe internationa-
ler Konferenzen organisiert, die Experten aus
verschiedenen wissenschaftlichen Disziplinen
zusammenbrachten (Héhmann 1999b; 2001;
2002). Gleichzeitig wurden Forschungsprojekte
konzipiert, von denen sich einerseits eine Er-
probung und Weiterentwicklung theoretischer
Konzepte zur Wirtschaftskultur, andererseits
substantielle Beitrége zur Empirie der 6kono-
mischen Transformationsprozesse erwarten
lieBen. Der ,Bremer Ansatz“ soll im vorliegen-
den Beitrag prasentiert werden. Einleitend wird
eine Definition des Begriffs ,Wirtschaftskultur
entwickelt und unter Bezugnahme auf hiufige
Kritikpunkte und gingige sozialwissenschaft-
liche Ansitze erlautert. AnschlieBend wird die
Frage der Operationalisierbarkeit am Beispiel
von Projekten der Forschungsstelle Osteuropa
diskutiert. Der Beitrag schliefit mit einer kri-
tischen Bestandsaufnahme.

Zum Begriff ,Wirtschaftskultur®

An der Forschungsstelle Osteuropa wurde
Wirtschaftskultur definiert als auf Wirtschaft
bezogene grundlegende Denk-, Wahrneh-
mungs- und Verhaltensmuster einer sozialen
Gruppe. Ein zentrales Merkmal dieser De-
finition ist ihr breiter Ansatz, der neben der
Ebene der Denk- und Wahrnehmungsmuster
auch Verhaltensmuster mit einbezieht. Die
Denk- und Wahrnehmungsmuster erfassen
dabei auch die normativen Uberzeugungen
und die Motivationen der betrachteten Ak-
teure. Uber die Verhaltensmuster werden

Fig. 1: Political content can be easily misunderstood, as can be seen in an article about post-
socialism in German political culture magazine Berliner Debatte Initial 15 (2004), issue 5/6.
Necessary literacies are thus based on more elaborated forms of reading skills:
comprehension of complex political issues and deliberatively building political
opinions require skills like abstraction, reflection, distancing, and critical thinking.*
Political reading likewise differs in terms of the outcomes of information and
persuasion reaching target audiences characterized by a capacity to comprehend not
only political content, but also the ways in which content is presented by its usable

objects.*
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German political culture magazine Kater Demos 5 (2018), pp. 54-55.

30W3845¥0.

One common feature of political reading objects in this regard is their non-linearity,

allowing readers freely to choose what to read or not to read, and to read in the order

they prefer.’! Although political reading processes may occur in a linear fashion, as is

the case when reading a written political text from start to finish, it is non-linear

modes, skimming through political reading objects and content, and hybrid modes of

reading, alternating continuous and discontinuous reading processes, that are the

dominant political reading practices, ambiguously supported by the materiality and

visuality of political reading objects.’® Political reading objects usually offer many

political content elements at once, within any particular article, in the incorporation of

several articles on any given page or two-page spread, and in each issue. This is

exemplified in this spread from Kater Demos (Fig. 2), which shows several reading

elements: interview questions and answers marked by color, a resumé marked by a

headline, a frame-lined text on the left with another three separate textual units

marked by bold headlines, an illustration, and a short biography with graphical

portrait of the interviewee.
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According to Bonfadelli, Dorner, and Vogt, political reading can further be
analytically divided into (1) seeking political information in reading objects and, (2)
using reading objects to interpret political information for the sake of opinion
formation.*

(1) Obligatory, instrumental, and conceptual political reading strategies®® are
motivated by the need to learn about political interrelations, being pragmatic about
using political information, or by an interest in policies overall; motivations of this
sort emphasize efficient and effective reading strategies for political knowledge gain,
for making use of political information in other practices, or for gaining insights into
and understanding of political issues. This is accompanied by rational expectations
that the political information is accessible and intelligible, that the political content is
suitable, and that both are adequately presented in reading objects. Evaluating
political information when reading occurs based on the attribution of relevance,
authenticity, and reliability of the information presented; these are the highest values
for political knowledge.” Given the information asymmetry between readers and
political agents offering political reading objects (who either have or pretend to have
resources and insights into politics which readers do not have), images of
professionalism, expertise, and objectivity are expected and take on value in political
reading practices,* as do certain intentions on the part of editors and authors (‘wants
to convince me,” ‘wants to spread an ideology,” ‘wants me to understand,” ‘wants to
give me a voice in public’ etc.). This is exemplified here by Merkur, which offers an
editorial as verification of its professional production (right), a list of contributors for
displaying expertise (left), and which emphasizes its integration of multiple
perspectives in its self-portrayal (Fig. 3). Informational reading strategies are thus
focused primarily on cognitive effects like comprehensible reasons, and consequences
of political issues, which are supported primarily by user-friendly, and therefore
widely standardized and expected political reading objects like newspapers, political

magazines, political blogs, etc.
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ZU DIESEM HEFT

Die Geschichte der Studentenproteste der spiiten 1960er Jabre ist, neben
ich haukelnden Radika-
lisierungsdynamik. Das ist schon oft bemerkt und beschricben, aber noch

vielem anderen, auch die G einer sich

immer nicht wirklich tiberzeugend erklirt worden, Die gingigen Deu-
tungsmuster laufen, je nach der politischen Perspektive, der sie verpflichtet
sind, auf Skandalisierung oder auf Verharmlosung hinaus.

Benedike Sepp plédiert dafiir, die Verwandlung von Kritik in Unerbitt-
lichkeit aus der inneren Logik eines zuniichst vollig aufrichtigen eman-
zipatorischen Denkens zu begreifen; eines Denkens allerdings, dem cin
»Eskalationszwange eingeschrieben war, weil es schr viel Energie darauf
verwandte, jede Position — auch die eigene — unter Ideologie- und Verblen-
dungsverdacht zu stellen, aber kein Regulativ besaf, das es erlaube hitte,
den Zwang zur Funda | ition an 1 Punke

pragmatischer Kompromisse auszusetzen.

Anregend ist Sepps Analyse nicht zuletzt deshalb, weil sie zugleich ein
erhellendes Licht auf ein hochst aktuelles Phanomen wirft: Die »Selbstbe-
schreibung von Individuen als kritischer Geist, der sich nicht von der Ober-
fliche des Systems hinters Licht fiihren lisst«, findet sich namlich auch bei
C: I innen und Querdenkern wieder. Sepp geht es ausdriicklich
nicht darum, Traditionslinien zu zichen oder eine politische Aquivalenz zu

behaupten, sondern strukturelle Ahnlichkeiten kenntlich zu machen, dic
das Debattenklima damals wie heute vergiften.

In faszinierender Nahsiche wird die mit diesem Eskalationszwang ver-
bundene Kurzatmigkei, Sprunghaftigkeit und Unerbittlichkeit in Jerry Z.
Mullers monumentaler Biografie des Religionssoziologen und Judaisten
Jacob Taubes vorgefiihre. (Das Buch erscheint im Dezember im Suhrkamp
Verlag,) Als Professor an der Berliner FU unterstiitzte Taubes auch die ra-
dikalseen studentischen Aktivisten von Beginn an maRgeblich und hiclt in
der Offentlichkeit auch dann noch daran fest, als er innerlich bereits auf
Distanz gegangen war.

CD/EK

Fig. 3: Typical paratextual elements to induce attributions of professionalism and expertise in
German political culture magazine Merkur 76 (2022), issue 882, pp. 2-3.
(2) In comparison, discursive political reading strategies®” emerge when a reader is
trying to build or confirm an opinion about political issues, and when expanding
informational reading strategies by reader dispositions. These strategies are structured
in such a way as to individually (re-)construct political interrelations, arguments,
opinions, and suggestions, with the effect of drawing individual conclusions
regarding political identity and activities. Incorporated reading strategies then involve
affective activation, imagining what-if scenarios and alternatives, and distinguishing
one’s own political ideation from other political opinions, ideologies, movements,
organizations, etc. Reading objects are then primarily used for experiencing emotions,
moods, and attitudes for the sake of consolidating political identity, being a part of a
political community, or becoming involved in certain political activities like

elections, debates, protests, or revolutions.*®
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Emotions associated with political reading are thus often related to personal
experiences of political issues in everyday life; these experiences are processed,
amplified, or exhausted by reading objects. Reader expectations are associated with
designs that lend the information specific meanings and which have certain effects on
evaluation, thereby re-formulating political issues into political narratives to either
question or to follow. This becomes especially apparent in magazines like Cato,
which presents political issues by a dominant right-wing political ideology, here by a

conservative framing of the ongoing conflict between Russia and the United States,

picturing a ‘solution” which relies on powerful men, and military (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 4: Expectable conservative framing of political conflicts to be solved by powerful men
and military power in German political culture magazine Cato 4 (2018), pp. 80-81.
In other words, political reading includes an awareness of efforts by the presenter to
persuade the reader to adopt a certain political attitude, identity, or behavior.*
Political attitudes, defined as stable tendencies of cognitive and affective evaluation
of political issues, ideologies, reading objects, or political agents,* therefore alter

political reading by evoking acceptance, approval, or dismissal of content and
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opinions presented. This is confirmed by political communication research: although
people may choose from a variety of political media, they will decide to use those
media objects which will confirm their own political attitudes and opinions.*" Thus,
linking available political and reading literacies to political attitudes also determines
whether offered political opinions are simply adopted, or are amplified, evaluated, or
re-interpreted.” This makes political reading particularly vulnerable to the narrowing
and constant reaffirmation of already held political identities rather than enabling

(normatively requested) opinions to be transformed by debate and argumentation.®

3.2_Political as Reading Artifacts

The underlying, but not elaborated meaning of political reading objects in political
communication can be further developed by considering their materiality, opening up
a range of sensibilities in political reading practices.* This requires understanding
political reading media as intermediate states of political communication, in which
political information, persuasion, and activation are negotiated through technical,
material, visual, and semiotic means.*” Political reading objects then are always read
(and used) as material and interactive political reading artifacts, partially enabling,
organizing, or restricting mental activities of political communication.* Political
reading artifacts thereby act as powerful affordances*’ and performative physical
presences,” which identify their content as political in nature, inviting the adoption of
certain perceptual modalities and physical activities, and anticipating certain
expectations relating to design, the reading processes invoked, and the gratifications

to be gained (Fig. 5).%

Muss das sein?

Im Dienst »des Volkes«

Robert Misik: »Das Alte wegrdumen und das Neue
etablieren«

Fig. 5: Certain reading artifacts by presence and affordance are unconsciously identified as
political reading media, here printed newspapers, or the political blog Carfa, and anticipate a
political way of reading.

Distinguishing political reading from other ways of reading then has to do with

intersubjectivity® and is defined as collectively incorporated conceptions of typical
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political reading objects related to one another by their communicative and material
features, that are routinely used and experienced in similar ways via cultural
agreement.”' Political reading artifacts are thus results, expressions, and prerequisites
of culturally and historically situated political reading practices, out of which certain
perceptions of political content, information, persuasion, and activation emerge.*

Of primary consideration are those material aspects of political reading objects that
are sensorially experienced, such as paper, ink, and glue for printed artifacts, or
plastic, metal, and glass for digital artifacts. Materials and their combinations suggest
particular kinds of usability, validity, and quality, and are associated with specific
reading situations (e.g., the daily newspaper), spaces (e.g., the home), or times (e.g.,
in the morning). Materials present not only physical differences in political content
presentation by properties, quality, or format,” but also make for certain haptic
experiences™ and perceptions of visual modes of presentation when reading.* For
example, the use of uncoated paper defines potential page formats in terms of size
and shape, limiting the number of political content elements that can be perceived at
once; facilitates the legibility of the written language by low light reflection, leading
to better comprehension of political issues; and at the same time makes turning the

pages more comfortable, adding to a positive evaluation of the opinions presented.
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Fig. 6: Differing format, paper, and haptics of German political culture magazines

FriedensForum 16 (2003), issue 3, pp. 16—17 (background) and Merkur 75 (2021), issue 863,

pp. 24-25 (foreground).

Materials and their combinations inherit historical cultural values, appreciations, and

symbolic meanings; they affect political reading practices by creating certain reading

atmospheres, which imply relevance, authenticity, and reliability of political

information, and which validate the presented political opinions and attitudes.

Compare, for example, the bookish format, high quality uncoated paper with high

opacity and pleasant haptics offered by Merkur to FriedensForum’s low-quality

recycled paper in DIN A4 (Fig. 6): here, supported by historically developed

evaluations of printed books as the most valuable media for imparting ‘true’

knowledge, Merkur deliberately uses its format to subconsciously enhance its

readers’ perception of the relevance, importance, truth, or rightfulness in the content

it presents.

In this regard, materiality in political reading becomes mediality, which

contextually affects reception, reading behavior, and the evaluation of political
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content.”® Materials have semiotic value,”” making them an essential part of political
information, persuasion, and activation. Reading “is not a material transfer but a

mental transfer aided by materiality,”*®

which may be used by political agents to
communicate certain intended meanings or to build relationships with their readers by
indicating attitudes, power, or status,” and altering both informational and discursive
reading strategies.®” Materiality thus always refers to its political contextualization,
and its code is not static: in a Marxist magazine, low paper quality may symbolically

reference a poor working class milieu, but in another magazine may simply indicate a

lack of financial support.

Reading Material Artifacts as Images and Typography

Specific material configurations and their semiotic meanings point to certain
processing and perceptions of sign systems in political reading.®' Although its mutual
effects have barely been analyzed,*” political reading is aimed not only at
comprehending written texts related to politics, but at meaningful combinations of
multiple modalities,” which can be empirically typified and interpreted as distinct
political reading patterns and effects.* Political reading thereby includes reading
artifacts figuratively as forms of expression of political issues, and as encoding and
decoding them by design based on political ideologies.® Figurations®® of political
reading artifacts are widely standardized; easily recognizable as ‘political,” their
forms therefore incorporate expectations that activate and structure political reading
practices. Here, this typical bookish structure is exemplified by double-page spreads
used for political essays from Merkur, Widerspruch, Bldtter fiir deutsche und
internationale Politik, and Gegenstandpunkt, which point to typical German political

magazines and text types from the 1970s onwards (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 7: Standardized material figuration of political essays in German political culture
magazines, exemplified by Merkur 76 (2022), issue 882, pp. 24-25 (upper left), Widerspruch
34 (2015), issue 60, pp. 46—47 (upper right), Bldtter fiir deutsche und internationale Politik 1

(2023), pp. 60—61 (lower left), and Gegenstandpunkt 1 (1992), pp. 54-55 (lower right).
Figurations in political reading refer to the physical (visual, tactile, auditive, and
olfactory) perception of political reading artifacts in certain situational contexts and
spatial constellations, which usually starts with the material object in its entirety,
cascading down to the perception of (double) pages or screens, and of materialized
content units when browsing or reading.®” The modalities that are combined then are
materiality, verbal language, written text, and pictures, which are read in continuous
transposition of their meaning.®®

Verbal language in political reading artifacts is conventionalized in typical text
types (e.g., report and reportage in newspapers, essay and interview in political
culture magazines, commentary and apostille in political blogs), text structures (e.g.,
by sequences of describing issue and reason, evaluation, and problem-solving), or
rhetoric (e.g., analytical, argumentative, agitational), offering political information,

persuasion, or activation by predictable wording. Written text materializes verbal
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language and is itself already a multimodal composition of verbal language, as it
displays phonetics by visual signs or text types by expectable visual structures of
words, sentences, or passages. Written language in political reading is referenced as
narration and logical argumentation, and is therefore, especially in western cultures,
still more associated with authenticity and reliability than are other modalities. It is
primarily used to activate political memories, experiences, knowledge, or mental
schemes in order to conceptualize logic of political issues, to establish a relationship
between political agents and readers, and to structure political messages. Pictures,
however, may also be used for this, though they involve many interfering aspects,
which activate perception modes either improving political information processing or
initiating affective effects by way of implicit expressions and pleas. They are often
associated with documenting or illustrating something plainly in a spatial context, or

with emotional activation,®

in political contexts often falling back on similar and
expectable motives, perspectives, or moods, which suggest incorporated political
meanings for certain issues, evaluations, or ideologies. Political culture magazines,
for example, all use the essay as primary text type, thereby already symbolically
indicating their function in opinion formation and persuasion. Illustrations in political
reading artifacts are often portraits of politicians, used to symbolically personalize
and evaluate political issues, here exemplified by the contrasting depictions of Angela

Merkel on the cover of politically left-wing /unapark2i and politically right-wing
Krautzone (Fig. 8)
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Fig. 8: Ideological framing of former chancellor Angela Merkel in left-wing German political
culture magazine lunapark21 31 (2015) and right-wing German political culture magazine
Krautzone 14 (2020).

;{

4

When engaging political reading artifacts and their surfaces, combinations of all
modalities are read as a continuous stream of indistinct holistic impressions and
associations within each modality at once.” All perceptions thereby collapse into one
vague mental representation, which initiates and guides reading strategies and
practices in three different ways. First, images identify and unlock the political
content even before any reading of the written text. Second, images organize
understanding and comprehension with the indication of needed literacies and
political knowledge. And third, images frame political developments or agents
affectively, affecting the evaluation of political issues and opinions.” All modalities
mutually add content, increase functionality, or influence meanings,’” thereby
strengthening or weakening their individual effects on political information,
persuasion, or activation as well as indicating intended reader groups or associated
political communities.”” This can be exemplified by the cover and double page of
Cicero, the former setting the tone for evaluating up-and-coming young conservative

politicians in this issue, the latter evoking positive emotions via a photo of pandas,
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related to an unconstrained typeset which then lingers in maximal contrast to the

written text’s negative political portrayal of China (Fig. 9)

Cl PEKINGS
PANDAPOLITIK

Der Grofe Pandabir ist

einer der sympathischsten

Botschatter, e China zu
h

el
aber auch politisch

Die Gegenspieler

Wie Macron, Kurz und das junge Europa
Angela Merkel herausfordern

Fig. 9: Cover of German political culture magazine Cicero 7 (2017) and a picture of pandas
on pp. 6465, both used for an affective connotation of either issue or article).
Reading figuratively therefore refers to reading certain incorporated typographical
types of presented political content,” creating political meaning by themselves and by
transforming the meanings of verbal language and pictures,” as well as by linking
certain reading modes to each type. Typography at first enables political reading by
aiming at legibility and readability, which also ensures comprehensibility of the
political messages. Letters must be designed to be identifiable (nano-typography),
their composition in words and lines must be organized for successful perception
(micro-typography), and text arrangements including all modalities must be

composed for easy navigation and comprehension (macro-typography).’
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Fig. 10: Fonts used in Kater Demos 5 (2018), p. 76.

In its spatial configuration, typography first suggests reading sequences and
hierarchies of the modalities used. Variations may then be used for initiating certain
reading strategies for the political information presented, directing comprehension
and salience. In contemporary political culture magazines, usually two typefaces are
used, one (most often sans serif) for paratextual elements and one (most often
renaissance or classical Antiqua) for running text, both aiming at maximizing
legibility and readability. In Kater Demos, an upper-case sans serif typeface in bold
markup is used for highlighting statements, suggesting reading strategies by attention
created and salience of content elements by connotations of importance and weight.
The renaissance Antiqua used for running text in comparison has fewer obvious
connotations other than appearing a standardized font for maximum legibility and
readability (Fig. 10). Reading strategies then include sequential deep reading guided

by organizing visual elements (‘bookish’ reading, see Fig. 7) for gaining insight into
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and understanding political issues; erratic reading, led by salient elements
(‘ideological’ reading) for political persuasion; and free reading (‘interactive’

reading) for political information related to interest (Fig. 11)
i

7
Wirtschaft

,Esist kein Auto, das sphreit"

Fig. 11: Initiation of erratic reading by salient visual elements in German political culture

magazine Tichys Einblick 11 (2016), pp. 52-53 (left), and free reading inspired by images

without hierarchies in German political culture magazine Kater Demos 3 (2016/2017), pp.

70-71 (right).

Variations in typography may also be used to manipulate thinking about political
content by creating expectations, setting perspectives, or offering orientation for
political identities. Conceptual typographical patterns, which are based on certain
structures, classes of elements, topology, and symbols, represent intended hierarchies
and judgements of political agents or persons concerned, culprits, opinions, and
arguments. Narrative typographical patterns, which are based on shape, position, and
orientation of visual elements, add temporal attributes to political issues, which
suggest certain sequences of political events. Additionally, narrative typographical
patterns indicate dependencies of actions and agents, which influence the readers’
political opinions and attitudes. Finally, interactive typographical patterns are used to
shape the relationship between the political agents offering the reading object and its
readers. Visual elements are used to address readers by perspective, gaze, closeness
or distance, angles, etc., to create involvement, affect, or personal significance.

Nano- and micro-typography are structured primarily by the physical requirements
of visual perception and allow only small design decisions for subtle political
connotation,” such as fonts that characterize political content and mark-ups for
indicating the importance of reasons or arguments, spacing the text in ways that
suggest balance, delimitation, concision, or even (dis-)harmony of political content

and argumentation. Macro-typography, on the other hand, also indicates certain

20


https://doi.org/10.22029/oc.2024.1403
http://www.on-culture.org/

On_Culture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture
Issue 16 (2024): Ways of Reading

www.on-culture.org
https://doi.org/10.22029/0¢.2024.1403

conceptions of politics and political ideology and addresses political experience and
knowledge of certain target audiences.”

As typography is sensitive to contexts, its concrete patterns are not grammatically
structured but reflect historical political ideologies or affiliations with certain political
groups, communities, or movements, as can be easily seen by the cover figurations of
LuXemburg, die Internationale, and Sozialismus (Fig. 12).” This also indicates that
political reading practices are targeted by political agents, used in certain material
constellations, modality combinations, content arrangement, or visual design,
organizing not only political reading processes by legibility and readability, but also
by orchestrating the interpretation of political issues between producer and reader™ by
way of affective design, e.g., by portraying politicians as heroes or villains,* or by
valuing certain political decisions as seminal or dangerous. In this regard, typography
also becomes crucial for attributions of authenticity and reliability, which some
political communities acknowledge and some deny, legible in form and design.™

) ST E B
interationale & " E

X 1

HART AN DER GRENZE

EG und
Binnenmarkt |

,GELBWESTEN® — DIE
HERAUSFORDERUNG
EINER VOLKSBEWEGUNG

| un 1981
- 5

Fig. 12: Covers of German political culture magazines LuXemburg, die Internationale, and
Sozialismus, which all follow socialist ideologies.

4 Conclusion

Political reading is at first sight not fundamentally different from other reading
practices, but is instead a complex and typical variation of media communication
orienting political identity, activity, and knowledge. It refers to communicative
interactions between political agents, political reading media, and readers;* it restricts
its referenced information to political content;* and it focuses its impact on political

participation.® One defining aspect of political reading thus is the ongoing evaluation
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of political information and opinions by the attribution of relevance, authenticity,
reliability, and its presentation based on subjective expectations of professionalism,
objectivity, and persuasion. Political reading thereby is never only decoding letters or
political text, but always the construction of political meaning by combinations of
materiality, figurations, modalities, and political content in signifying political
reading practices.*

But how do people choose a particular political way of reading in a given
situation? Using an interdisciplinary approach, this article argued that political
reading practices occur when certain reading objects are consciously and
unconsciously identified as ‘political’ by purpose and design. This kind of perception
then is based on many interrelating parameters of political communication and
material reading practices, indicating why and how to read politically.*” Political
reading artifacts thereby act as powerful material and semiotic affordances by design,
initiating certain political reading practices. They suggest, enable, and organize
certain physical reading activities, and invite certain political reading demeanors and
strategies, as well as anticipate certain expectations regarding the political content,
reading experiences and gratifications. At the same time, political reading objects
refer to a certain usability, validity, and quality of political information and opinions,
indicated by the materiality, figurations, and typographical patterns perceived when
reading. These modalities in turn mark reading objects and content as political, evoke
political reading practices and strategies, improve or restrict political information,
activate readers by affective contextualization, and guide reading by creating
expectations, perspectives, and orientations framed by political attitudes and

ideologies.

Limitations

Political reading, as a unique way of reading as discussed in this article, refers at first
to a simplified descriptive model, which can be used to gain more knowledge in
empirical research but cannot display its full complexity and variety for purposes of
reasoning and explanations.*® Second, political reading is discussed theoretically by
combining different (sometimes even contradictory) approaches to reception analysis
and by exemplifying results with temporary data from an ongoing project. Deductions

drawn regarding political reading therefore have not been confirmed by empirical
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studies of political reading practices, which is also a challenging task for the future

because of missing empirical methods. Finally, this article used a more traditional

model of political reading focused on writing and static pictures. Although this model

still dominates political communication, digital media expand modalities with moving

pictures, interactive elements, interpersonal communication tools, and augmented or

virtual reality environments, which must be included in future empirical research.
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