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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to examine the impact and role of signs in polarizing the relationship among citizens, the
media, and politicians within the triangle of political communication. This research addresses both the theoretical
dimension of semiotics in political communication and its practical application in the 2016 U.S. presidential election.
The victory of Donald Trump in 2016 has been interpreted as a “failure of the print media.” Out of 260 high-circulation
newspapers, only 10 local papers supported him. Chantal Mouffe views politics as the “arena of contestation over
meaning” and interprets political semiotics through the lens of attaining power, defining it as follows: the display of
power relations within sign systems where social identities are constructed can be considered political semiotics.
The condition of signs may change based on their degree of deprivation and distance from centers of power. Since
these conditions express specific structures of power, they can thus be referred to as “political semiotics.” Elections
represent the most prominent form of political participation by the people. In today’s electoral campaigns, citizens
and voters encounter a complex system of signs composed of symbols, icons, and indices. The diversity in sign
production and the transmission of meaning within the latent codes of political communication among citizens,
media, and politicians has led to a polarized environment and an imbalance of power among these three key actors.
For this reason, in the 2016 U.S. election, the most reputable polling institutions, the largest news networks, the
most widely circulated newspapers and magazines, and political think tanks all predicted Hillary Clinton’s victory
and publicly endorsed her. However, to the astonishment of the global community, it was faced with the
phenomenon known as “Donald Trump,” who became the 45th President of the United States. Donald Trump
emerged as a composite figure—symbolic, indexical, and iconic—that materialized in the semiotic system of the
2016 election, whereas Hillary Clinton (a member of the elite academic class) was portrayed merely as a feminist
symbol.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the context of postmodern democracies,

political communication has evolved beyond
simple verbal discourse to incorporate a wide
semiotic system that defines the structure and
interpretation of meaning in political spheres.
The 2016 U.S. presidential election serves as a
critical case study in this regard, showcasing
how signs—whether iconic, symbolic, or
indexical—have been deployed to polarize
citizens, media, and politicians. The election of
Donald Trump, in stark contrast to forecasts
by nearly all prominent polling agencies and
mainstream media outlets, symbolizes a
semiotic rupture within the triangle of political
communication. Only 10 of 260 widely
circulated newspapers endorsed Trump, a fact
interpreted by many as the “failure of the print
media.” In this study, the work of Chantal
Mouffe is foundational: she views politics as an
arena of contested meanings and describes
political semiotics as the domain where power
structures manifest through signs, shaping
social identities (Briggs & Cobley, 2008).
Similarly, Mazzoleni frames political signs as
symbols that project ideological values or
political events (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999). The
semiotic approach taken in this research aligns
with Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model
and social constructivism, emphasizing that
audiences generate meaning through a
mixture of personal experience and socially
encoded signs (Kharazi, 2014). The study
further utilizes Peirce’s triadic model of
semiotics, distinguishing among icons,
indices, and symbols to unravel the semiotic
construction of the 2016 election. Against this
backdrop, the image of Trump crystallized into
a potent symbol that merged his persona with
populist aspirations, while Hillary Clinton,
despite her political credentials, became a
static feminist icon—a contrast that deepened
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political divisions and reinforced ideological
polarization (Tajik, 2010).

The methodology of this qualitative research
revolves around identifying and analyzing
signs within political communication as
expressed in media representations, campaign
materials, and public discourse. Unlike
Saussure’s dyadic model, which interprets a
sign as a relationship between signifier and
signified, Peirce’s triadic model provides a
more nuanced lens through which the semiotic
complexity of contemporary political events
can be assessed. In particular, this model
enabled the examination of how Trump’s
campaign functioned not just through political
platforms but through symbolic acts, visual
cues, and narrative positioning. The study
identifies three primary communication
dyads: media-politician, citizen-politician,
and media-citizen, and analyzes each through
the semiotic interactions and ideological
implications they carry. By mapping these
vectors in a triangular structure, the research
shows how imbalances in communicative
power among these actors created symbolic
dominance in Trump's favor. Tools such as
political branding, myth-making, and visual
saturation (e.g., campaign posters and
slogans) served as strategic semiotic elements
that shaped public perception. Trump’s
messages, often vague and affectively charged,
tapped into social discontent, employing signs
that emphasized masculinity, anti-elitism, and
economic nostalgia. These tactics were
amplified through media logic—particularly
infotainment and the convergence of politics
and celebrity culture—allowing Trump to
thrive within an ecosystem hostile to
traditional political discourse (Voltmer, 2014;
Woodward, 2018).

The empirical findings demonstrate that
semiotic polarization in the 2016 election was



achieved through the deliberate mobilization
of ideological binaries—such as feminism vs.
patriarchy, multiculturalism vs. nationalism,
and elitism vs. populism. Trump’s semiotic
persona operated on all three Peircean levels:
as an icon (visually recognizable), an index
(linked to masculine authority and wealth),
and a symbol (signifying outsider politics and
authenticity). The recurrent usage of terms
like “strong men,” “military power,” and
racially charged phrases was not incidental but
central to Trump’s communicative strategy. In
contrast, Clinton was boxed into the narrative
of the “establishment feminist,” unable to
transcend the symbolic weight imposed on her
by the media and her own political history.
Analysis of media representations reveals that
80% of the coverage of Trump was negative;
however, the antagonistic portrayal often
reinforced his anti-establishment brand.
While 240 of 260 leading newspapers
endorsed Clinton, and virtually all major
magazines such as The Economist, The
Atlantic, and The New Yorker did likewise,
Trump’s symbolic power continued to grow in
non-traditional media and through direct
channels like Twitter. This indicates a
significant  disjunction between media
endorsements and public sentiment—a sign of
declining trust in traditional gatekeepers of
political legitimacy (Briggs & Cobley, 2008).

Furthermore, this study unpacks the
mechanisms of citizen engagement within the
semiotic field of political communication.
Drawing from theories of media skepticism
and citizen distrust, it is evident that declining
trust in media institutions correlates with a
shift toward direct candidate engagement via
social media. Trump’s mastery of this medium
enabled him to bypass conventional
journalistic filters and communicate in
emotionally resonant, albeit often
controversial, terms. His style—aggressive,
unpredictable, and performatively
masculine—created a political spectacle that

aligned with Jean Baudrillard’s notion of
“hyperreality,” in which media no longer
reflects reality but constructs it. Trump did not
merely exploit the media; he became the
media event itself. In contrast, Clinton’s
reliance on traditional endorsements and
controlled messaging seemed increasingly
anachronistic. Audience reception studies
reveal that voters gravitated toward perceived
authenticity, even when it manifested in
offensive  rhetoric. The communicative
asymmetry between Trump’s sensationalism
and Clinton’s caution highlights how meaning
is no longer transmitted in hierarchical
structures but negotiated in horizontal,
participatory networks of interpretation
(Kharazi, 2014; Moeini Alamdari, 1999).

The implications of these findings extend to
broader democratic processes, including the
erosion of party loyalty and the proliferation of
populism. The data illustrates how symbols
like “Make America Great Again” functioned
as floating signifiers that condensed complex
grievances into digestible emotional tokens.
These signs, while superficially patriotic,
carried implicit messages of racial supremacy,
gender dominance, and economic revanchism.
They resonated with an electorate fatigued by
elite consensus and liberal technocracy. The
contrast between  Clinton’s  symbolic
alignment with liberal cosmopolitanism and
Trump’s embodiment of nativist masculinity
created a semiotic schism that redefined
political participation. Trump’s candidacy
effectively ~ deconstructed conventional
political language, replacing policy discourse
with affective spectacle. This recalibration of
communicative = norms has  profound
implications for political semiotics, indicating
a transition from representational politics to
performative politics. In this schema, truth
becomes subordinate to narrative coherence,
and identity affirmation replaces policy
evaluation as the metric of electoral success
(Briggs & Cobley, 2008; Voltmer, 2014).
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In conclusion, the 2016 U.S. presidential
election exemplifies the transformation of
democratic communication into a symbolic
contest over meaning, identity, and power.
The study’s findings confirm that political
semiotics has evolved into a central
mechanism through which authority is
constructed, contested, and legitimized. By
analyzing the election through a semiotic lens,
it becomes clear that signs and symbols—
rather than facts and policies—now constitute
the primary currency of political legitimacy.
Trump's victory reveals the limitations of
traditional media in shaping public opinion
and underscores the increasing importance of
direct, emotionally charged communication in
political branding. Clinton’s defeat illustrates
the fragility of institutional endorsements in a
post-truth environment. Ultimately, the
triangulated  dynamics among media,
politicians, and citizens are no longer
governed by rational deliberation but by
semiotic warfare, where meaning is fluid,
contested, and deeply embedded in cultural
and psychological codes. This study not only
contributes to the theoretical development of
political semiotics but also provides a
diagnostic tool for understanding the
challenges facing contemporary democracies.
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