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My vision hasn’t really changed, but what I’m able to see has vastly increased. 
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Abstract 

 
After the attacks in Paris on November 13th 2015, the movement Anonymous has declared a 

cyber war to terrorist group ISIS that claimed responsibility for these attacks. According to 

Klein (2015) Anonymous has earlier been framed by the news media as malicious prankster, 

because their choice of targets did not align with western standards. However, ISIS can be 

seen as a common enemy of the West. As such, what is the effect of this newly chosen target 

on the representation of the movement in the media? Departing from this question, this thesis 

aims to research whether the attributes in use to represent Anonymous in the news media have 

normatively changed due to the taking on of a common western enemy. In fulfilling this aim, 

21 articles published before and 21 articles published after the public declared war on ISIS on 

November 13th have been analysed based upon second level agenda setting theory. Focus is 

placed upon the attributes that describe Anonymous in the news media agenda and how these 

normatively evaluate the movement. In doing so, findings of this analysis present a change in 

the evaluation of the movement towards a more positive depiction.    
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1. Introduction  
“To defend our values and our freedom, we’re tracking down members of the terrorist group 

responsible for these attacks. We will not give up, we will not forgive, and we’ll do all that is 

necessary to end their actions,” 

- Anonymous Spokesman (YouTube, 2015) 

 

On January 7th 2015, the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, situated in Paris, was 

attacked with deadly consequences by the two armed Kouachi brothers. This devastating 

event attracted a response from public all over the world. Also the movement Anonymous 

instantly responded with declaring an electronic war to all jihadists. On November 13th 2015 

another, larger attack occurred in the centre of Paris claimed by the terrorist group ISIS, 

taking the lives of over 130 people. Through the immediate presence of the media, there was a 

huge engagement of the public in this traumatizing event. Anonymous responded promptly 

once again by restating and strengthening their earlier declared war with the quote mentioned 

above. They call this operation ‘Operation ISIS’ aiming to disrupt the online jihadist 

recruitment of the terrorist group (Griffin, 2015). As part of this ‘war’, the movement is 

attempting to take down Twitter and Facebook accounts as well as propaganda and 

recruitment websites operated by members of the Islamic State (Griffin, 2015).  

 Anonymous are a widely discussed movement themselves (Coleman, 2014), although 

usually not as knight in shining armour. Adam Klein (2015) has studied the way the 

movement has been discussed in the global press. He researched news media outlets regarding 

Anonymous published between July 2012 and July 2013. In his research he found that the 

most dominant frame in use to describe Anonymous in the global press is that of “malicious 

prankster”. According to Klein this label has derived from the (economic) ties the press has 

with organisations previously targeted by Anonymous, such as PayPal. As toughed upon, 

Anonymous has recently taken on ISIS as their new target. It can be assumed that this new 

enemy has no ties with western news media or the economic interests behind them after the 

devastation they have caused in Paris. In choosing ISIS as a target Anonymous could not have 

picked a more appropriate enemy.  Not only does the choice of this target not go against 

western ideas of who the appropriate enemy is and who the good guys are, targeting ISIS goes 

hand in hand with these ideas.  

Bearing Klein’s findings in mind, it would therefore be relevant to research if the 

publicly declared war on ISIS, as a western enemy, has affected Anonymous’ representation 
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in the news media. Since the influences that supposedly resulted in their depiction as 

malicious prankster most likely have changed now that the focus is placed on ISIS as a target.  

In this regard, this thesis aims to research whether the attributes in use to represent 

Anonymous in the news media have normatively changed due to the taking on of a common 

western enemy. In fulfilling this aim, the following question will be addressed: What 

attributes are in use to depict Anonymous in American and English news media, how do these 

normatively evaluate the movement and have these attributes changed after having publicly 

declared a cyber war on ISIS? 

In order to answer this question, 21 news articles published before the declared war on 

ISIS and 21 articles after this event will be analysed using the theoretical lens of second-level 

agenda setting theory. In appropriating second level agenda-setting theory, this thesis 

contributes to a better understanding of this media representation process. Whereas second 

level agenda setting research usually looks into the correlation of salient attributes on the 

media agenda and salient attributes on the public agenda, in this research more detailed focus 

will be placed on the salient attributes within the media agenda. It will address how the usage 

of these attributes can possibly be altered by a contextual event, such as the targeting of ISIS. 

In this regard, Anonymous provides with an appropriate case study, since the depiction of the 

movement has proved to be of less positive nature before this event (Klein, 2015).  

In order to fulfil the aim of this study, the thesis will be structured as follows. Firstly, 

the background section will discuss the development of Anonymous and its presence in 

academia. Then after, in order to understand the possible shift caused by targeting ISIS, a 

brief outline of the emergence of the war on terrorism and the development of ISIS are 

presented. The theoretical chapter discusses the phenomenon of media representation and 

second level agenda setting theory as an explanation of this phenomenon. The development 

and previous research of agenda setting are inherently presented in this chapter. The 

methodological chapter consists of a description of qualitative content analysis as method 

used for this thesis as well as a description of the data collection and coding processes. In 

combining these tools, the fifth chapter presents the analysis of the 42 news articles. Within 

this analysis the articles before and after the declaration of war on ISIS are first presented 

separately, after which both analyses are compared and contrasted.  The final chapter of this 

thesis provides a conclusion of these findings. 
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2. Background  
What makes the movement Anonymous an interesting object of study? In an attempt to 

answer this question, this chapter will provide an overview of the development of the 

movement and a brief review of previous research. Furthermore, in order to fully comprehend 

the possible effect of choosing ISIS as target, a brief history of the ‘war on terror’ and the 

development of what is now the terrorist group ISIS will be presented. Lastly, the activities 

conducted by Anonymous against ISIS are briefly described. As will be further clarified in 

this chapter, it is difficult to label the phenomenon that is Anonymous. Definitions such as 

‘group’ or ‘organisation’ are not suitable due to the leaderless structure and lack of formal 

organisation of the movement (Gekker, 2011: 7). In this regard, they are being referred to as a 

‘movement’, since this label allows for different groups, people and concepts to be defined as 

part of Anonymous.  

 

 

2.1 What is Anonymous? 

Part of Anonymous’ offspring can be traced back to the time before the Web 2.0, when the 

names of Internet users were not bound to their online activity as they are today (Gekker, 

2011: 7). Part of the emergence happened in 2003 on image board website ‘4chan’ and 

especially on the image board named /b/, a random bulletin board on which general 

discussion on 4chan takes place. 4chan is a collective of several bulletin boards that was 

originally launched as a platform to discuss manga and animé (Firer-Blaess, 2016: 21). The 

people that post messages on /b/ receive an anonymous tag, giving them the opportunity to 

speak freely and say things they would not say if not protected by anonymity. This is the 

origin of the name ‘Anonymous’ (Woolf, 2015). In this regard, members are commonly 

referred to as ‘anons’ (Coleman, 2013: 209). Nevertheless, this speech freedom is only one 

aspect of the anonymous tag.  

  At this very beginning, collective activity on the forum /b/ was mostly conducted as 

pranking (Coleman, 201; Firer-Blaess, 2016). Coleman describes this activity further with the 

notion of ‘trolling’, which she defines in a rather radical manner as “an activity that seeks to 

ruin the reputation of individuals and organizations and reveal embarrassing and personal 

information” (2014: 4). A more subtle way of defining trolling is to say it is a technique in 

which a conversation is manipulated to create conflict (Firer-Blaess, 2016: 110). Regardless, 

the motivation for trolling can be explained as doing it for the ‘lulz’, which stems from the 
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acronym LOL (laugh out loud) (ibid: 21) and can be defined as “ the continuous search for 

entertainment through the pursuit of the awkward, bizarre, and unconventional, often at the 

expense of others” (Gekker, 2011: 9).  This trolling activity was conducted solely for the sake 

of personal entertainment and received no public recognition.    

In 2008, some years after /b/’s emergence, a few members started targeting the church 

of Scientology. This was sparked an attempted of the church to remove a video of Tom Cruise 

from the Internet in which he openly discussing the normally closed off church (Coleman, 

2014: 53). At first these actions were motivated by freedom of speech and conducted for the 

lulz. Accordingly, it started of with a lot of pranking, but ended up with actual street protests 

in 127 cities (Ibid: 5). The targeting of Scientology marks a transformation within 

Anonymous from Internet trollers to activist endeavour, with different cells of the movement 

targeting Scientology simultaneously. In the following years more and larger organisations 

were taken on, such as Paypal, Mastercard and different Governments that in their eyes 

seemed guilty of undermining the freedom of speech. Freedom of speech is an important 

value of the movement, which is reflected in their emphasis on anonymity and pseudonymity 

in order to protect the members against the law and to maintain the ability to express oneself 

freely (Serracino-Inglott, 2013). 

Over the years, Anonymous has become more and more known in the media. This can 

be illustrated with the following example. The Wall Street Journal published a statement of 

General Alexander, director of the United States National Security Agency at the time (2012), 

in which he stated that Anonymous could possibly “within the next year or two to bring about 

a limited power outage through a cyber attack” (Coleman 2014: 6). According to Coleman, 

this claim exemplifies the beginning of the framing of Anonymous as an online threat (Ibid: 

6). This granted the collective with a negative yet powerful reputation, which underlines how 

the media is at play when it comes to the construction of the movement’s image, since the 

chance that the movement was actually thinking of ‘bringing about a limited power outage’ is 

unlikely. Coleman concludes her work by emphasizing how Anonymous started of as a 

network of trolls, but has grown into “a wellspring of online insurgency’ (2014: 395), 

presenting the movement as hacktivists.  

In the prior paragraph, Anonymous has mostly been discussed as unified entity, but 

presenting the movement in this manner is inaccurate. Anonymous cannot be defined as 

‘group’ or ‘organisation nor can it claimed by anyone. It is an ‘anti-brand brand’ compiled of 

different configurations and meanings and presented by themselves as a ‘disembodied 



 

 

 

10 

collective voice’. The actions and considerations of the individual are not of importance 

(Gekker, 2011: 7). This is reflected in their unofficial motto: “We are Legion”. This quote has 

been taken from the New Testament and explains “the submergence of multiple identities in 

one entity, existing as a whole but disappearing when trying to pinpoint individuals” (Gekker, 

2011: 9). This can also be recognized in the connection that Serracino Inglott (2013; 

Coleman, 2012) and the movement themselves (Anon Hydra, 2015) make with the metaphor 

of the Hydra. This dangerous mythical creature has many heads and cannot be killed. The 

many heads symbolize each Anon or sub-group that operate with relative autonomy and that 

can eliminate a head that appears not to be of any use (Serracino-Inglott, 2013). 

As mentioned earlier, Anonymous claims to lack formal organization or leadership 

(Gekker, 2011: 7) and due to the absence of mandates the movement is able to maintain its 

flexibility (Coleman, 2014: 16).  Within the collective different ideas, agenda’s and 

motivations compete for dominance of the critical mass in order to collectively act upon it 

(Gekker, 2011: 9). Consequently, there are no formalised processes of management and 

coordination. These are dependent on the circumstances (Serracino-Inglott, 2013). This is 

further reflected in the schismatic history of the movement, meaning that in some instances 

different factions of the movement decide to start operations concerning the same issue 

simultaneously (Firer-Blaess, 2016: 76). In sum, the movement has emerged as a collective of 

trolls, but developed into a collective of activists as well as cells of trolls, bearing their 

schismatic history in mind. Due to this development it is interesting to see how they are 

normatively evaluated in the news media, since the different activist and trolling cells could 

call for different evaluations.  

 

 

2.2 Anonymous in academia   

This section will provide a brief overview of previous research conducted on Anonymous. As 

a decentralized, amorphous movement, Anonymous has been researched from many different 

perspectives. One of the most prominent scholars that studied the movement is Gabriela 

Coleman, Wolfe chair in Scientific and Technological literacy. She has conducted several 

studies on Anonymous and hacking activity in general (2011; 2012; 2013). Her latest work on 

Anonymous is the popular ethnography Hacker, Hoaxer, Whistleblower, Spy: The Many 

Faces of Anonymous in which she aims to present all aspects of the movement through a first 

person narrative (2014).  
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The movement is often connected to the term ‘hackvitism’ (Goode, 2015; Coleman, 

2014; Fitri, 2013; Gekker, 2011), regardless of the fact that usage of this term is not favoured 

by the cells within the movement itself (Gekker, 2011:9). Taylor and Jordan discuss the term 

in their book “Hacktivism and Cyberwars” (2004). They describe how hacktivism has 

emerged from the notion of ‘hacking’ (2004: 6). Hacking was first viewed as the innovative 

use of technology’s abilities within opposing communities. This changed due to the Internet 

and the personal computer revolution. Soon after, the media connected the term hacker with 

the use of technical skills for the committing of computer crime (Taylor & Jordan, 2004: 6). 

In this regard, hacktivism is defined as “the emergence of popular political action, of the self-

activity of groups of people, in cyberspace” (2004: 1). They see the possibilities of the virtual 

world bringing political protest and computer hacking together. Adrian Davis (2012) 

describes hacktivism more broadly as a form of social activism that is computer enabled. This 

definition is more suitable in light of Anonymous, since the movement’s motives are not 

always of political nature.  

When portraying the movement as hackers or hacktivists, Anonymous is often placed 

in the context of democracy (Gekker, 2011; Fitri, 2013; Padmanabhan, 2012; Goode, 2015). 

Notra Fitri (2011) argues that the impact of Anonymous and other hacktivist movements on 

politics and democracy can be of positive nature, also on human rights. Alex Gekker (2011) 

draws a different conclusion. He believes that Anonymous, in contrast to ‘hackers’, diminish 

online user control and even enhance online governmental control. Lastly, Padmanabhan 

(2012) analyses Anonymous from a more radical perspective, namely that of cyber-terrorism 

He describes the DDoS attack and breaching of private networks as criminal activity. These 

works exemplify the different approaches in use to study Anonymous in academia. 

Philipe Serracino-Inglott (2013) uses Anonymous to explain and develop the concept 

of vigilante activism. Vigilantism is concept that is often connected to the movement (Klein, 

2015: 380). To further explain this concept, I turn to Firer-Blaess (2016: 42, 58). He bases his 

understanding of vigilante activity on Melucci (1995) and his notion of collective identity. 

While activism concerns questioning a certain situation in society, vigilantism attempts to 

directly alter the situation. This can come to expression in defending an aspect of the social 

order, in enforcing dominant moral norms or executing the law through illegitimate violence 

or other forms of influence (ibid: 42).  

The relationship of Anonymous with the media has been investigated by Coleman and 

Michael Ralph (2011). While describing the internal dynamics of the movement, they provide 
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a different perspective on the, according to them, misrepresentation provided by the Financial 

Times. Furthermore, Coleman (2013) focused on a contradiction in Anonymous’ media 

representation. Anonymous follows an anti-celebrity ethic, but actions of hacking and leaking 

have resulted in “a growing visibility of their politics of hacking and leaking” (2013: 210). 

This work describes the problematic concerning the media representation of the movement 

caused by its decentralized and amorphous nature, which can be seen as another incentive for 

researching this representation within this thesis.  

Nevertheless, up until now a minimal amount of studies have investigated the 

representation of Anonymous in traditional media. However, one study that has been of great 

inspiration for this thesis is “Vigilante Media: Unveiling Anonymous and the Hacktivist 

Persona in the Global Press” by Adam Klein (2015). With this work, Klein is one of the first 

that has conducted an extensive research on Anonymous representation in the Global press. 

He addressed the paradox that the concept of hacktivism consists of. This paradox can be 

described as the hacker as opposed to the activists. In this regard, Klein quotes Carroll & 

Hackett (2006) to define (media) activism as “ ‘organized “grassroots”’ efforts directed to 

creating or influencing (media) practices and strategies” (2015: 83). This poses a difficulty on 

the news media to capture Anonymous. A central problem he identifies is where to place 

Anonymous on the spectrum of media activism. He aims to unravel this paradox by 

comparing the representation of the hacktivist group in the media with the way the movement 

portrays their own actions and motivations.  

Within his analysis he identified four dominant news frames, namely those of 

legitimate activists, vigilante heroes, global threats and malicious pranksters. The legitimate 

activist frame was recognized when activity was described as common advocacy.  Brave acts 

of vengeance pointed at the ‘vigilante heroes’ frame. Language that described the group as a 

danger to society, including terms such as ‘cyber terrorism’ or ‘cyber warfare’, was seen as 

framing the movement as global threats. Finally, the frame of malicious pranksters was 

evident in describing the movement as careless delinquents (ibid: 389). Despite the 

movements’ political motivations, Klein discovered that the most prevalent frame was that of 

malicious prankster. He argues that the reason for this is the ties the press has with large 

corporations that have been targeted by Anonymous. He concludes by saying that 

Anonymous as a movement is a digital form of oppositional discourse. They challenge the 

dominant ideas surrounding politics, media law and power circles.  
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 In summary, Anonymous is a widely research subject with focus on the movement 

itself and on their role in political participation. Nevertheless, apart from Klein’s study, not 

much focus has been placed upon the depiction of the movement in the media, which points 

to the relevance of conducting this study. Whereas Klein aimed at presenting their media 

representation in relation to the hacktivist paradox, this thesis will focus on their normative 

media representation and how this may or may not have been influenced by targeting ISIS. As 

such, the movement is connected to a different media context, namely that of the war on 

terror.  
 

 

2.3 ISIS a formidable enemy  

2.3.1 The War on Terror  

“I stand before you as a wartime president. I wish I didn’t have to say that, but an enemy that 

attacked us on September the 11th, 2001, declared war on the United States of America. And 

war is what we’re engaged in.” 

— George W. Bush  

 

In order to understand the potential change that can be caused by choosing ISIS as a target, 

part of the root of the fear that exists around terrorism should be explained. On September 

11th 2001 four hijacked airplanes flew into the twin towers in New York, which changed the 

course of history. The attacks had a huge impact, especially on American society and even 

lead to the waged war on Afghanistan and later on, on Iraq. Accordingly, many issues related 

to the aftermath of 9/11 were widely discussed in American news media, such as homeland 

security measures, the waged wars, future terrorist attacks, threat of chemical warfare and the 

effect on the economy (Craft & Wanta, 2004: 456). Throughout this news coverage there was 

a carefully formulated rhetoric constructing the meaning of these messages, namely that of the 

‘war on terror’ (ibid: 3). Amongst others, Entman has focused his study on how President 

Bush and his administration framed the attacks as an act of terror, but even more so as ‘an act 

of war’ (2003: 415; Douai & Lauricella, 2014).  

Repeating terms such as ‘war’ and ‘evil’ was part of a framing strategy around 9/11 to 

unite America behind the war against terrorism and military intervention against the Taliban 

government of Afghanistan. This frame, of which the quote mentioned at the beginning of this 

section is an example, dominated the news coverage after the attacks (Entman, 2003; Jhally & 

Earp, 2004). The events of 9/11 not inherently called for the interpretation of ‘war on terror’ 
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(Hodges, 2011). Other enemies could have been identified and the response could have been 

other than declaring ‘a global war on terror’. Regardless, president Bush successfully pushed 

into this direction. In his 2002 state of the Union speech Bush defined terrorism as a global 

threat against which countries should form a unified front (Entman, 2003: 424). In order to 

receive approval and support, it was key to provide an emotional and unambiguous frame to 

the public. In this way, the war commenced in the shape of the fight against evil (ibid: 416). 

The frame draws on earlier experience and collective memory of the nation. Regardless, the 

narrative was built around the framework of war (Hodges, 2011). Due to the use of this frame 

a line of unconscious thoughts and feelings connected to earlier wars, would be connected to 

the events of 9/11.  

Through this lens US foreign policy and domestic politics have been changed and 

shaped in favour of the Bush Administration (Hodges and Nilep, 2007:3). The frame further 

proved to be useful in justifying the war on Iraq in 2003, for supposed possession of weapons 

of mass destruction (Douai & Lauricella, 2014: 10; Hodges, 2011). Using the ‘war on terror’ 

frame in connection to this war, earlier emotions connected to the 9/11 tragedies were evoked 

(Entman, 2003: 417). 30 countries publicly supported the United States’ quest to disarm Iraq, 

one of which was the United Kingdom that also send a large number of ground combat troops 

(Guo et. al, 2015: 343).   

The ‘war on terrorism’ frame is a discursive achievement constructed in 2001, when 

writing this thesis 15 years ago, and the dominant understanding of the 9/11 events today 

(Hodges, 2011). Recent thinking has focussed on post-9/11 conflict as an opposition between 

those pursuing a self-proclaimed ‘war on terror’ and those pursuing a self-proclaimed ‘holy 

war’ defending religious ideology (Kailemia 2016; Martin 2014). Moreover, the ‘war on 

terrorism’ has led directly to the salience of Islam and Muslims in international news as well 

as an enhanced attention of Western media to Muslim countries and issues concerning 

radicalization (Douai & Lauricella, 2014: 8).  In sum, the ‘war on terror’ frame did not 

naturally emerge from the events on 9/11, but was carefully constructed and still has its 

implications today.  

 

2.3.2. The emergence of ISIS 

After the second shootings in the Bataclan and streets of Paris, Anonymous declared war on 

ISIS. This terrorist group has gone by several names; ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria), 

ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), IS (Islamic State) or Daesh (the Arabic 
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translation), has grown extensively over the past few years. In this thesis the group will be 

referred to as ISIS, since this is the acronym used in the news media outlets on Anonymous. 

In 1999 part of the Islamic state started of as “Jamaat al –Tawhid wal-Jahid (Unity and 

Jihad)” (Siniver & Lucas, 2016: 2). Further emergence can be traced back five years later to 

the U.S. invasion of Iraq, which lead to the establishment of Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). Shortly 

after, AQI rebranded itself as the “Islamic state of Iraq” (ISI) in order to distance, not 

separate, itself from organisation Al-Qaeda, at the time still lead by Osama Bin Laden (Perry 

& Long, 2016: 2). 

Amid the Arab Spring an uprising against Syrian president Bashar-al-Assad arose. 

During this uprising the ISI intervened in Syria in 2013, which resulted in the birth of the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria taking the city of Raqqa as their headquarters (Perry & Long, 

2016: 2; Siniver & Lucas, 2016). ISIS is the first rebel group to have captured territory. With 

a fast pace, it spread across wide areas of Iraq and Syria. This led to the establishment of a 

Caliphate in July 2014; the Islamic State. This caliphate provided a foundation for claiming 

legitimacy as a political and religious authority, without any territorial limitations (Sinister & 

Lucas, 2016: 3). Since, ISIS has claimed responsibility for several deadly attacks all over the 

world and has been a subject of daily news reporting (Fisher, 2015).  

ISIS has especially become known for its “aggressive social media and viral video 

strategy that had it engage with sympathizers and glorify violence” (Fisher, 2015). These 

videos are used to emphasize power and to promote fear among subject populations and the 

West, but more so to attract and retain recruits. Such videos have been used by predecessor 

Islamic State of Iraq as well (Perry & Long, 2016: 2). Furthermore, social media has provided 

them with new channels of communication with Twitter being the most popular. Encryption 

software, such as TOR, is used as way of communication with journalist. Usages of this 

software covers the location of were the information comes from (Klausen, 2015: 1). It is the 

use of these communication channels for recruitment that Anonymous is attempting to 

disrupt.  
 

 

2.3.3. Anonymous interference 

The attacks in the office of satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in January 2015, were claimed 

by Al Quada Yemen as a response to satirical cartoons published by the magazine (Al 

Jazeera, 2015). Members of Anonymous treated this devastating event as a direct attack on 
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the freedom of speech, which led them to declared war on “Al Qaeda, Islamic State and other 

terrorists” an operation labelled with the hashtag #Charliehebdo (in RT, 2015).  

When another shooting occurred in Paris on November 13th 2015, this time claimed by 

ISIS, this declaration of war was renewed. As such, focus in the media was directed at ISIS as 

being the main target. The actions undertaken in this operation consist of reporting jihadist 

social media profiles to the medium operator (mainly Twitter) in order to get them taken 

down. DDoS attacks are used to bring down propaganda sites and doxing tactics to expose 

jihadist (Reisinger, 2015). DDoS, distributed denial of services, attacks are an online 

technique that send a large amount of traffic to a website aiming to flood it, which often 

results in the website going offline. Doxing is a term used to describe the outing of personal 

contact information. In earlier operations the movement has used other methods as well, such 

as instant electronic penetration, larger penetration of virtual worlds or algorithm 

manipulation on social media (Firer - Blaess, 2016: 14). 

 The existing discourse on the ‘war on terrorism’ is a universal gathering point. ISIS 

being one of the most discussed terrorist groups (Fischer, 2015) has become a part of this 

discourse. In taking on ISIS as target, Anonymous has involved itself in the war on terror. 

They have chosen a target that is a common enemy of the west and as such aligned 

themselves with the ones fighting the war on terror. This could have possibly led to a shift in 

the understanding of Anonymous by the news media, not as malicious pranksters but as allies 

in the war against terror. It is therefore relevant to analyse what the result of their involvement 

has been on their normative depiction in the news media. Additionally, the focus on American 

and English news media is suitable in this regard, because these countries have been on the 

forefront of this war.  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

17 

3. Theoretical framework 
For the purpose of this thesis second level agenda setting will be used to explain how 

Anonymous is depicted in the media. In this way the attributes that are in use to represent 

Anonymous can be identified. Firstly, this chapter will return to the core of media 

representation in order to fully comprehend the processes that are at play within the meaning 

construction of the media. Then after, agenda-setting theory will be presented and connected 

to previous literature as theoretical framework of this thesis. A brief comparison with framing 

theory will be made in order to further understand the second level agenda setting and the 

reason of choice.  

 

 

3.1 Media representation  

The media are a product of our contemporary society and they display the things we 

experience in our daily reality. Nevertheless, this reality is not directly and objectively 

reproduced, but altered by the cultural construction that is the medium. As such, the media are 

not neutral instances. In themselves, television, radio, news outlets, the web and the mobile 

phone are mediators of social and cultural change (Hjavard et. all, 2010: 223). In turn, 

representations constructed by the media have the ability to alter our conception of reality 

(Tiffen et. al, 2014: 374). Despite our own ability to shape our version of reality, our 

‘symbolic environment’ (the images in our mind) are largely dependent on the news media 

(Lippman, 1922). Together the media create our shared ‘media culture’, which is composed of 

elements we hold in common with each other. Furthermore, social life is based upon a certain 

level of shared perception of reality. These processes make the media such a widely studied 

field. Consequently, the way the press represents Anonymous is a construction as well (Klein 

2012: 382).  

A concept that explains the process describe above in a more concretely, is that of 

mediation. Primarily, mediation refers to “the use of media for the communication of 

meaning” (Hjarvard, 2013: 2). It is the indirect way in which perceptions of actors, 

institutions, groups and cultures other then our own are formed. In this regard, mediation 

essentially involves a technological device that is between our senses and the things external 

to us. Mediation processes can differ from negotiated informing to attempts of manipulation 

and control (Hjavard et al, 2010: 84). Therefore, it should not be viewed as a neutral process. 

The way reality is represented through media will always be selected and constructed during 
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production, transmitting and reception processes. The way in which information is transmitted 

can be influenced by anticipated needs, the media’s own purpose or by motives of other 

institutions (Westley & Maclean, 1957). In other words, different power relations are 

expressed through the media. Especially, mainstream mass media are supportive of dominant 

values present in society, instead of being critical of those (ibid.).  

Explaining the functioning of media provides a point of departure for this thesis. In 

understanding that media partly construct our reality and recognizing the complexity of this 

process, it is relevant to analyse this within the media representation of Anonymous. As Klein 

has shown in his study the movement did not align with dominant values when targeting 

companies such as Visa, which resulted in their depiction as malicious pranksters. 

Nevertheless, ISIS as a target does align with dominant values, which could have effected 

their media depiction in a positive sense. The following section will discuss a more specific 

perspective on media representation, namely that of second level agenda setting. First social 

constructionism will be briefly addressed as media society theory in which agenda setting 

theory can be understood.  

 

3.1.1 Constructionism 

The previous section has emphasized how the media construct a certain issue or group. This 

notion has derived from social constructionism in social sciences. Social constructionism is a 

media society theory that exists alongside mass society theory (sees media as a one-way 

transmission to the passive public), Marxism (sees media as a tool of the control for the ruling 

class) and functionalism (sees media as fulfilling the duty of providing information) (Mcquial, 

2010: 94-100). Social constructionism was coined by Berger and Luckmann in 1967 and 

influenced by great French intellectuals such as Foucault and Derida. Against the cultural 

backdrop of postmodernism, social constructionism departs from the idea that people are the 

creators of ideas, structures and forces of society that are continuously reproduced and 

recreated (ibid.: 100). Aspects of society, such as people or values, are defined and interpreted 

through the value and priority given to these by media, which leads to the construction of 

larger pictures of reality. Contemporary media environment is understood from the 

constructionist perspective within this thesis.  
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3.2 Agenda setting theory 

Social constructionism departs from the idea that society is defined and interpreted through 

the media. As such, this notion has its implications in agenda setting theory, since this theory 

departs from the constructing function of media as well. Moreover, this theory is an example 

of the negotiated informing that has been described as outcome of the mediation process in 

the previous section. Lippman (1922) has been at the forefront of this theory in stating that the 

news media determine our cognitive maps of the world. Based on this notion, McCombs and 

Shaw have developed agenda-setting theory in their work “The Agenda-Setting function of 

Mass Media” (1972) as a response to absence of proper theories to describe media effects 

(Skogerbrø et. al, 2015: 144). They conducted a study on the influence of news media on the 

opinion of Capel Hill voters during the American elections. This work concluded with the 

statement that voters share the media’s composite definition of what is important, which 

suggested the agenda-setting function of mass media. In the media information is given about 

a certain item, but moreover an issue is seen as important based on the amount of information 

dedicated to it in the news (McCombs & Shaw, 1972: 176). The development of agenda-

setting theory provided a theory to study the way in which the media influence politics and 

voters (Skogerbrø et. al, 2015: 144).   

Over the past 47 years, agenda setting theory has become a widely employed theory 

that has developed into a research field of its own (McCombs, Shaw & Weaver, 2014). It has 

developed as consisting of seven main facets. The first facet is denoted as basic agenda 

setting, the first level of agenda setting. It focuses on the influence of the media agenda on the 

‘salience of issues’ in the public agenda. Salience can simplified be explained as the news 

media’s ability to place the public’s attention on certain issues. It refers to the question: what 

do the media talk about (Weaver, 2007: 142, McCombs, 2014)? In this regard, agenda setting 

is influenced by the choice of media. When choosing to access the news online, one can 

choose its own articles of interest and therefore forms a different perception of what is 

important than when someone access the news offline (Muddiman et. al, 2014: 217). This 

facet of agenda setting has received dominant academic attention (McCombs, Shaw & 

Weaver, 2014; Kim, Kim & Zhou, 2014).  

Inherent to agenda setting theory is how the news portrays and how the public 

understand issues, which points to the second level of agenda setting (Scheufele et. al, 2015: 

17). Also known as attribute agenda setting, this level can be understood as the influence of 

the media agenda on the salience of attributes used to describe an issue on the public agenda. 
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This level refers to the question: how does the media talk about an issue (ibid: 142)? 

Additionally, McCombs (2004) describes it as making attributes of an issue more salient and 

as such shifting people’s attitudes. The subsequent section goes into more detail of this level 

of agenda setting. 

The network agenda setting, as the third level, describes the way in which issues are 

related in different networks (Skogerbrø et, al: 2015). It is grounded in network analysis and 

focuses on the salience of networked bundles of issues and their attributes. As such, a network 

can be understood as a bundle of issues and attributes that are made salient together (Guo et. 

al, 2014: 670). In focussing on the networked bundle of issues a larger perspective on the 

media and public agenda’s is provided (Guo et. al, 2015: 344). An example of such a study, is 

the comparative analysis by Guo et. al (2015) on news coverage of the Iraq war in the United 

States, Mainland China, Taiwan and Poland. These countries were studied together in order to 

explore similarities and differences between the different media agenda’s.  

To understand the effect of agenda setting, the concept of “need for orientation” is 

viewed as being the fourth facet (McCombs, Shaw & Weaver, 2014: 783). This facet focuses 

on the psychology of an individual encounter with the media. McCombs and Weaver (1973) 

have described this as a combination of relevance and uncertainty. Political relevance refers to 

the interest in a certain discussion; in this particular study this was the 1972 presidential 

campaign. Political uncertainty is the consistency of voting behaviour, strength of 

identification with a political party and certainty of voting choice. They found evidence that 

these factors would increase the agenda-setting effect of newspapers.  

 The fifth facet is the consequences of agenda-setting effects beyond cognition, on the 

three levels of attitudes, opinions and behaviour. Moon (2013) has explored these levels in his 

study on the American presidential elections of 2004, focussing on the link between second-

level agenda setting and how this influences political participation. Finally, the two remaining 

facets are origins of the media agenda and agenda melding. Origins of the media agenda vary 

from the cultural and ideological environment to the influence of the media on each other, 

norms, routines and individual characteristics of journalist as well as news sources 

(McCombs, Shaw & Weaver, 2014: 782). This is also denoted with the term intermedia 

agenda setting (Roberts & McCombs, 1994: 249), a concept that Skogerbrø et. al (2015) have 

studied concerning Twitter sourcing in Norway, Sweden and Australia. Furthermore, agenda 

melding looks at the way civic agendas merge with our personal perspective and our 

communities of reference. In other words, the unconscious process through which we 
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combine elements of a range of agenda’s to create our own reality (McCombs, Shaw & 

Weaver, 2014: 782).   

 

3.2.1 Second-level Agenda setting 

The second level of agenda setting will be used as theoretical lens within this thesis, since this 

level focuses on the attributes that can be employed to representing a certain issue (Kim et al, 

2002: 11). The other levels of agenda setting are not as appropriate to analyse meaning 

construction within a news text. Hypotheses formulated in studies on second level agenda 

setting emphasize how certain issue attributes become salient in the public mind. For instance, 

McCombs et. al (1995) found that attributes used to describe candidates in the media were 

also salient in the way voters described the candidates’ images. Craft and Wanta (2004) have 

discussed whether the coverage of issues dealing with the aftermath of 9/11 have had second 

level agenda setting influence on members of the public. Furthermore, attribute agenda setting 

is a tool to unravel how different news outlets that may cover the same topic, can emphasize 

different attributes of these issues.  

A news issues is described with attributes, these can either be abstract or specific ones. 

An attribute is aspect of an issue that defines by which it is partly defined. Thus, these 

attributes of objects (issues) can vary widely (Muddiman, Jomini Stroud & McCombs, 2014: 

216). To give an example, when studying candidates’ images are the objects of study, 

attributes are usually a list of personal characteristics (Ordaz, 2014; Balmas & Sheafer, 2010; 

Craft and Wanta, 2004; McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-Escobar & Rey, 1997). Attributes can be 

affective, which points at tone and emotion. They can also be substantive, which points at the 

content of the issue (Muddiman et. al, 2014; 216). One attribute can inhabit both of these 

dimensions. Focus within this thesis will lay upon attributes that are affective or affective and 

substantive, since these types of attributes will represent a normative evaluation.  

This theory provides a theoretical foundation to examine the attributes that have been 

used to discuss Anonymous and if these have changed after they took on ISIS as a target. Kim 

et al. (2002) demonstrate that second level agenda setting influence the perception of the 

relative importance of different aspects of an issue. This can be translated to the relative 

importance of negative aspects to describe Anonymous as opposed to positive aspects to 

describe Anonymous.  Moreover, Kim et. al have also used second level agenda setting to 

evaluate positive and negative opinions towards a development project. To further explain the 

choice of this theoretical framework, second-level agenda setting will be mirrored to framing 
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theory. The comparison of these two theories will make evident how agenda setting is most 

appropriate in fulfilling the research aim.  

 

3.2.2 Agenda setting and framing theory  

Second level agenda setting has often been compared and contrasted to framing theory 

(Weaver 2007; Scheufele et, al, 2007; McCombs, Weaver and Shaw, 2014; Kim et al, 2002). 

Sometimes studies employ these two theories in combination with each other (Park et. al, 

2012; Johnson et. al, 2009). However, second level agenda setting has been firmly criticised 

from the perspective of framing by Carragee and Roefs (2004). It has been suggested that 

framing is a natural extension of agenda setting  (McCombs, Weaver and Shaw, 2014). This 

thesis does not follow this assumption. Reasons for this will briefly be outlined.  

 From the perspective of framing an issue can be constructed in different ways so that it 

has implications for different values, such as has been done in the study on the news coverage 

of school shootings in the United States by Park et. al (2013). In this regard, how an issue is 

characterized in the news can influence how it is understood by the audience (Shceufele et. al, 

2007: 11). It focuses on how existing cognitive schemas (patterns of thought) are activated 

amongst the audience and in this way steer the audience towards a specific interpretation. In 

doing so, framing theory takes the cultural, social and political context of the formation of a 

frame into account (Weaver, 2007: 146). As such, framing differs from salience-based effect 

of media that focuses on how the media make certain attributes of issues more accessible to 

the audience (Kim et. al 2002: 21).   

 Both second level agenda setting and framing are concerned with how issues are 

depicted in the media. The important difference between these two theories can be further 

explained with the concepts of accessibility versus applicability (Kim et. al 2002; Scheufele 

et. al, 2015). Framing is an applicability model, meaning that the frame the mass media 

employ for an issue are important interpretative cues for the audience. These cues have to 

correspond to pre-existing cognitive schemas in order to have effect on the attitude or 

judgement of the audience (Kim et. al, 2002: 9). Agenda setting is an accessibility model or 

memory-based model. Some information is more accessible in a person’s memory than other 

information. As such, decision-making is partly based upon the accessibility of certain 

information in a person’s mind.  Media can influence this accessibility of certain information 

through making an issue or attribute more salient (ibid: 9).  
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 Bearing this in mind, Carragee and Roefs (2004) criticize agenda setting for 

simplifying frames to story topics. This ignores how frames construct particular meaning and 

how these constitute the specific ways of seeing these issues (2004: 217). As such, they argue 

that context is not taken into account when looking at frames as story topics. Noting this 

critique this thesis employs this agenda setting for this particular reason. Framing theory 

focuses on how a certain issue is framed and how this is influenced by the context in which 

this frame exists. Second level agenda setting focuses on the attributes present in the news 

text and analysis is aimed at news text instead of at the contextual influences. The aim of this 

thesis is to look at the normative attributes used within the news text to represent Anonymous. 

A focus on context is not required for retracting this information. Rather attributes in the news 

media itself can be categorized on the continuum of positive, neutral or negative evaluation. 

As such, second level agenda setting is more suitable as theoretical lens to fulfil the aim of 

this thesis.   

In summary, second-level or attribute agenda setting focuses on what attributes are in 

use to describe a certain issue in the news media and whether these attributes are correlated 

with the attributes salient on the public agenda. The ‘issue’ in this study is Anonymous, which 

moves away from the newsmaker as object of study (such as a newspaper). This has also been 

done by Craft and Wanta (2004) using 9/11 as object of study. Furthermore, this thesis will 

focus on the first part of the dialogue that agenda setting consists of, namely the attributes in 

use in the media agenda. In this way, changes or attempted change of normative attributes to 

depict Anonymous in the news media based on the declared war on ISIS can be analysed. 

Whereas agenda setting is mostly used to focus on the effect of media in the political decision 

making of the audience (Craft & Wanta, 2004; McCombs 1995), the theory will be used 

separate from its usual political context. In this way, this thesis will contribute to a more 

detailed understand of second-level agenda setting, while not focussing on how the salience of 

attributes transfers from the media agenda to the public agenda, but how the salience of 

attributes changes on the media agenda.  
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4. Methodology 
This thesis aims to analyse the attributes in use to represent Anonymous, how these 

normatively evaluate the movement and whether these have changed due to the targeting 

ISIS. Inspired by second level agenda setting, this study draws upon the method of qualitative 

content analysis in order to identify different attributes pointing towards a normative 

evaluation along the continuum of critical – neutral – negative depiction. Therefore, in this 

section the method of qualitative content analysis will be presented. Since analysis is based 

upon attributes, the inductive implication of qualitative content analysis is described. The 

chapter ends with an explanation of the data and the coding process of 21 news articles that 

represent American and British news media before the declared war and 21 articles after the 

declared war.  

 

 

4.1 Content Analysis 

Traditional content analysis is yet one of the most centrally practiced research methods within 

mass media research (Mcquail, 2010: 362). It finds its origin in traditional content analysis 

that was first developed and published by Berelson in 1952 (Mayring, 2000: 6). Content 

analysis was then described as “a research technique for the objective, systematic and 

quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952: 18). This 

understanding departs from the idea that the numerical occurrence of elements in a text 

reflects the overall meaning of a text (Drisko & Maschi, 2015: 3). The manifest content can 

be understood as the literal understanding of the text. Berelson’s work has also been of 

influence on the development of agenda-setting theory discussed in the previous chapter 

(McCombs & Shaw, 1972: 177).  

Krippendorff (2013) defines content analysis as “a research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from texts to contexts of their use” (24). The content of 

messages is the material of which inferences are made (Prasad, 2008). These inferences can 

concern the message, the sender or the receiver as well as the impact of the message (Weber, 

1984). This definition of content analysis exceeds the notion of manifest content. It can be 

used to identify attitudes of individuals, small groups or large and diverse cultural groups and 

it can be used for the evaluation of content that is compared it against earlier documented 

objects (Drisko & Maschi, 2015: 3). This statement underlines the suitable fit of content 

analysis for this particular thesis.  
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During the sixties, content analysis was introduced as qualitative approach (Mayring, 

2000: 6). The term was first used by Mayring in 1983. Within a qualitative approach to 

content analysis focus lays upon unravelling the implicit meaning, which is understood as the 

‘latent’ content rather than the ‘manifest’ content of a text. In other words, the latent content 

is the symbolic meaning of the physical text (Drisko & Maschi, 2015: 4). Berelson used the 

concepts of ‘connotative’ and ‘denotative’ meaning of a text to illustrate the difference 

between manifest content and latent content (1952). The denotative meaning is the literal 

meaning of a text and the connotative are the meanings retrieved from the latent content. 

Single elements of a text are combined to interpret the text as a whole (Drisko & Maschi, 

2015: 4). Within this thesis focus lays upon the connotative meaning of the news articles, 

since this is the level in which the normative evaluation of Anonymous can be identified. This 

is part the reason for choosing qualitative content analysis as appropriate method for this 

thesis.  

In their book Content Analysis, Drisko and Maschi (2015) focus on three types of 

content analysis. Basic content analysis is used to denote quantitative content analysis as 

coined by Berelson. Interpretive content analysis is as the name implies an interpretative 

approach to content analysis. It is seen to be a more flexible method that is used to make 

inferences about sources and receivers from the messages they exchange (ibid: 4). Both 

manifest and latent content can be taken into consideration and as such qualitative and 

quantitative methods are employed (Krippendorff, 2013: Drisko & Maschi, 2015). Lastly, 

qualitative content analysis, as touched upon briefly, is a method used to systematically 

analyse the latent content of texts, treating themes and core ideas of the text as primary 

content, while not making use of statistical analytic techniques (Drisko & Maschi, 2015: 83).  
 

4.1.1. Qualitative content analysis, an inductive approach 

This thesis will draw upon the method of qualitative content analysis. Qualitative content 

analysis, as has been discussed, concerns the interpreting of latent content and meaning with a 

descriptive focus. As such, this method is usually not used to provide a broad critical analysis 

(Drisco & Maschi, 2015: 86). It is used to expand on the textual data under scrutiny (ibid: 87). 

Mayring (2000) mentions that qualitative content analysis can be use to explore new topics, 

compare and contrast group differences and develop and test theories. This connects well with 

the aim of this research to explore the different ways in which Anonymous is evaluated. 

Additionally, this type of analysis is constructed around the identification of categories or 
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themes that highlights the key content (Drisco & Maschi, 2015: 88). This characteristic makes 

this type of analysis suitable for the aim as well, because provides a method to identify 

attributes. Studies on attribute agenda setting often employ a quantitative approach to content 

analysis (Muddiman, Jomini Stroud & McCombs, 2014; Ordaz, 2014). Regardless, this thesis 

uses a qualitative approach, because the focus lies upon the normative representation on one 

side of the dialogue of attribute agenda setting. As such, there is no need for quantifiable 

results that should later on be compared to results retrieved in a survey for instance. There is a 

need for a qualitative method that allows the latent content to be examined for the attributes 

that are in use within the articles.  

In contrast to basic content analysis that usually generates codes deductively, 

qualitative content analysis often inductively generates codes (Drisco & Maschi, 2015: 87). 

Inductive coding means that larger conclusions are drawn from the analysis of the data 

(Wilbanks, 2009: 117). Scholars argue that content analysis in fact is defined by an inductive 

approach to coding (Mayring, 2000; Schreier, 2012). Although, this thesis will not explicitly 

argue for this statement, an inductive approach to content analysis will be employed. This 

entails creating data-grounded categories to ensure that views within the texts are given 

priority over the ideas of the researcher and that development of categories is done close to 

the original data (Drisco & Mashi, 2015: 104). Furthermore, second-level agenda setting is 

used as theoretical lens; therefore focus lays upon the attributes present in the text. As such, 

attributes are identified within the text and not seen as a tool to unravel a certain discourse 

that may or may not come to expression in the text.  

Mayring (2000) presents guidelines for inductive qualitative content analysis. Firstly, 

central categories should be defined and the level of abstraction should be clarified. The next 

step is to develop codes and determine which ones are overarching. These become the key 

categories and subsidiary codes describe the content in more detail. After analysing almost 

half of the texts, a reliability check should be done to test the usefulness and appropriateness 

of the first identified codes. During this check codes that are rarely used can be excluded. The 

adjusted coding frame is then further used. After all texts have been analysed a last 

‘summative’ reliability check is needed. Finally, based on the finalized coding frame the 

inductive results can be interpreted. These guidelines will be used to structure the analysis of 

the articles.  
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4.2 Data collection  

In order to investigate which attributes are in use to represent Anonymous in the traditional 

news media I have chosen to focus on online available American and English newspaper 

articles. Even though, our media environment has changed extensively over the last decades, 

with the roll of social media becoming more and more dominant, news articles have retained 

most of their influence on the public agenda and therefore provide useful material for this 

study (Skogerbrø et. al, 2015: 147). Additionally, since not the newsmaker but Anonymous is 

the object under study articles published by different news outlets were under scrutiny.   

 In order to create an overview of English and American news media along the liberal – 

conservative political spectrum, this thesis has employed a strategic sampling procedure. 

Using the following criteria; political orientation (liberal – conservative), reach (>100.000 a 

month) and title (national or known nationally), I have attempted to select, online available, 

newspaper articles that represent traditional mainstream news media. I chose this strategic 

method over a random sampling method, because the short time frame only allowed for a 

small data set. Therefore in using a strategic sampling procedure I attempted to create a 

representative data set. The newspapers that have been selected do not fall under tabloid 

criteria (Douai & Lauricella, 2014: 12) and have large (and a national) reach.  

 On the 13th of November 2015, when Paris was attacked for the second time, 

Anonymous reaffirmed the declared war on ISIS. Therefore, this date is used as splitting 

moment in the data collection. Moreover, this date points to a strong increase in media 

coverage on Anonymous as database Factiva and Google Trend show when typing in the 

search terms ‘Anonymous’ and ‘ISIS’. As such, the term ‘Anonymous’ was used to search in 

database Factiva, Google news archives and Google. Data was filtered for English and 

American news outlets. Several articles were found of which 21 articles published during 

September 1st 2015 until November 12th 2015 in American and English news media appeared 

appropriate according to the criteria. Since the amount of available articles was far larger after 

November 13th, the data after this set has been collected over a shorter time frame (1 month 

shorter) to give an equal representation. 21 articles, fitting to the previously mentioned 

criteria, published between the 13th of November and 30th of December were selected to 

mirror the same amount as the first data set. In order to ensure a qualitative and thorough 

qualitative content analysis, 42 articles provided a manageable amount over the short time 

span of this research.  
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4.3 Coding process  

The main unit of analysis was the full text of each article. As has been emphasized, this study 

draws upon second level agenda setting to analyse the normative attributes in use. In this 

regard, the guidelines provided by Mayring (2000) have been used to structure this analysis. 

After a precise reading of the first set of articles, two categories were defined, namely those of 

‘Anonymous’ and ‘activity’, since these categories appear to be the main areas of description. 

‘Anonymous’ as category refers to the attributes in use to describe the movement itself. 

‘Activity’ refers to the attributes in use to describe the activities concerning the movement. 

 To examine the normative evaluation of the movement, I formulate a continuum of 

critical – neutral – positive depiction inspired by the study of Douai and Lauricella (2014) on 

the representation of the Sunni and Shia Islam (14). As such, a critical evaluation is 

recognized when the movement’s capabilities are questioned, their intentions described as not 

having happened and lastly when they are seen threatening or aggressive. Attributes will be 

seen as positively evaluating when the movement is described as being integer, faithful, 

respected and not hostile. Neutrality is recognized when no clear ‘doing good’ or ‘doing bad’ 

is recognized and as such no critical or positive attitude appeares to be evident (ibid: 14).   

The first set of articles was coded inductively creating codes for all attributes that 

entailed a description of the movement or its activity. Attributes could either be a direct term 

used to describe the movement or different codes that together point towards an inherent 

attribute. An example of this is the attribute ‘inner conflict’. Articles have not explicitly 

mentioned for instance “Anonymous is in inner conflict”. However, different terms used in 

the articles, such as ‘identity crisis’ and ‘inner battle’, ultimate connote the same attribute, 

namely inner conflict. 

 Halfway through the articles these codes were evaluated for their reliability, as such 

codes that appeared more present received more focus, new codes were created and codes that 

appeared less evident were excluded from the coding frame. Using the codes that remained, 

the other half of the data was analysed. To ensure validity of the codes within the data set, all 

articles were read again using the remaining codes. Bearing these codes in mind, this process 

was repeated for the second set of articles, looking at the way in which these attributes were 

evident in this data set. The codes were evaluated for their reliability for this data set as well 

half way through coding the articles. During this, attributes were added that were not evident 

in the first data set and attributes that not seemed suitable for this data set were excluded.  
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Using the normative continuum of critical – neutral – positive, the way in which these 

inductively retrieved attributes evaluate Anonymous was analysed. This was first done 

separately for both data sets and finally these interpretations were compared and contrasted.  

As an addition to Mayrings guidelines (2000), Drisco and Maschi suggest that the overall tone 

of the articles should be taken into account as well (2015: 104). Therefore the tone of the 

articles was analysed alongside the normative continuum as well.  

This method has its limitations as well. The inductive aspect of this method means that 

the codes recognized are dependent on the interpretations made by the researcher. Having my 

own references framework these interpretations will be different then when another researcher 

makes them, which problematizes generalizability. Nevertheless, in following Mayrings’ 

guidelines (2000) I attempt to priorities views that lay within the text and to provide a 

transparent analysis process, so that the process of thought behind the attracting of attributes 

is clear to the reader.  
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5. Analysis 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, using the method of qualitative content analysis the 

content of 42 selected news articles has been analysed to asses the normative representation of 

Anonymous. Firstly, the most salient attributes identified in the news media articles before 

November 13th, when Anonymous declared war on ISIS, are presented. Then after, the most 

salient attributes in news media articles after the declared war on ISIS are presented. In these 

presentations the attributes are evaluated along a critical – neutral – positive continuum in 

order to analyse the normative depiction of the movement. Finally, the analysis of both data 

sets will be compared and contrasted to see whether the normative representation of 

Anonymous has changed.  

 

 

5.1 News before the declared war on ISIS 

5.1.1 Overview  

The articles published between the 1st of September and the 13th of November 2015 cover a 

different range of topics. Several articles describe Anonymous and the particular target they 

have taken on, such as the Canadian, Thai and Saudi Arabian government. Yet, most articles 

discuss the Ku Klux Klan as target. Articles that do not discuss Anonymous’ targets, address 

topics such as the movement itself, the connection the Guy Fawkes Mask, the conviction of a 

journalist working together with Anonymous and the Million Mask March. This march is 

annually organized by members of Anonymous over the whole world as protest against 

austerity, mass surveillance and corruption (Turner, 2015).  

Most the articles followed a similar structure in discussing the movement. First the 

situation is described. Taking the Ku Klux Klan as example this would be Anonymous 

targeting the Ku Klux Klan (Woolf, 2015). Then actions undertaken in the operation are 

presented and sourced with press releases, statements from YouTube video’s and Twitter 

messages made by members of Anonymous. Statements made on Twitter are often treated as 

direct Anonymous quotes. These quotes can employ a rather strong and high-minded 

language, such as “We want the KKK gone, forever,” “Don’t worry, we know what we’re 

doing.” (Mosbergen, 2015). The reason for undertaking action is often explained by 

mentioning a provocation. In the case of the Ku Klux Klan these were the violent threats 

made by a chapter against the protesters of the Ferguson protest, which occurred after the 

shooting of an unarmed African American teenager by a police officer. Articles are often 
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ended by briefly describing who the movement is and in some cases who they have targeted 

in the past. 

Following the earlier described normative continuum, the overall stance of articles was 

assessed as follows; nine articles appeared to be rather critical, eight articles neutral and four 

articles had a more positive approach. Articles were seen as having an overall critical stance 

when the movement is presented as not having the capabilities to follow up on their claims, 

for instance in the article “How Anonymous’ big KKK dump got muddled before it even 

began” in the Washington Post (Ohlheiser, 2015a). A critical stance was also recognized in 

this article published in the Week “Anonymous ‘to release IDs of up to 1.000 KKK members” 

(Fisher, 2015) in which focus was on placed the (damaging) mistakes they made.  Moreover, 

the tone was seen as critical when Anonymous was directly connected to violent protests in 

the article “Million Mask March: Three officers and six police horses hurt on the night of 

violence in London” (Turner, 2015). When no overall clear stance was to be recognized and 

information was presented as a sum up of ‘facts’, articles were identified as being neutral. The 

article in the Irish Mail titled “Who are Anonymous and what is their aim” (Unknown, 2015) 

is an example of this. Lastly, articles were interpreted as positive when the movement was 

seen as impactful, for instance in this article in the Independent; “Anonymous: How the Guy 

Fawkes mask became in Icon for protest” (Ough, 2015). In this article the Guy Fawkes mask 

is positively presented as symbol for their activism. Additionally, the tone was identified as 

positive when Anonymous was presented as aiding in a fight for a good cause, such as 

protesting the executing of a teen boy in Saudi-Arabia (Rowley, 2015).  

Using the movement and their actions as preliminary categories of ‘movement’ and 

‘action’, the most salient attributes were taken together and categorized under the main theme 

they addressed. In other words, more detailed attributes together form a category. The 

movement is described using the categories; hackers, hacktivists and decentralized movement. 

Actions are described as; claims, acknowledged action, vengeance, hacktivism and 

troublesome action. More attributes pointed at the description of their actions than at the 

description of the movement themselves. In the next section these categories will be described 

in more detail by presenting the attributes they consist of.   
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5.1.2 Movement attributes 

Hackers 

One of the main categories used to describe the movement is the attribute ‘hacker’. This quote 

from mail online: “hackers took over several Twitter accounts” (Newton, 2015) is an example 

of an attribute that points directly to this category. This main category consists of attributes 

presenting them as troublemakers and in conflict with the law. The following quote in Fortune 

presents Anonymous as troublemakers: “he’s no longer the amoral mischief maker who used 

to pirate software just to feel an adrenaline rush” (Darrow, 2015). Conflict with the law comes 

to expression using the arrest attribute, which the following quote exemplifies: “Dozens of 

people have been arrested over involvement in Anonymous cyber-attacks” (in Irish Daily 

mail, 2015).  

As has been outlined by Taylor and Jordan (2004), the media has caused for the 

positioning of hackers as conducting criminal activity. Therefore the attributes troublemaker 

and conflicting with the law are part of this main category. The connotation with these 

attributes is online criminal activity. Therefore, depicting Anonymous as hackers leans more 

towards a critical depiction of the movement.  

 

Hacktivists 

Another main category that is used to describe the movement is the attribute ‘hacktivist’.  

This attribute is further to be recognized in smaller attributes such as ‘activist’ or ‘cyber 

activist’ and the ‘Guy Fawkes mask’, because these attributes present the movement as not 

only being hackers, but as hackers conducting hacking activity for the purpose of activism. 

Also attributes that present targets critically are part of this main attribute. The IB times has 

made us of these attributes in the following quote: “Saudi Arabia, which has been accused of 

egregious human rights violations and denying its citizens basic rights” (Gilbert, 2015).  

As such, institutions and organisations that are targeted by the movement are not 

necessarily depicted as a victim. Moreover, they are even placed in an unfavourable daylight, 

such as has been done in the quote on Saudi-Arabia. The absence of attributes pointing 

towards the targets as ‘victims’ positions the movement less as attacking a helpless target and 

more as targeting a rightful cause. This moves the movement more towards being activists 

and in this way making their hacktivist nature more salient as well. When placing this along 

the evaluative continuum these attributes lean more towards the positive side. Nevertheless, 

when a target is portrayed as if they could have had it coming, Anonymous is not 
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automatically seen as ‘doing good’, which depicts the movement less as positive and rather 

from a neutral perspective, shedding light from different angles. As such, attributes in use to 

describe the movement as hacktivist leans more towards a neutral and positive evaluation.  

 

Decentralized  

The third main category is that of the decentralized movement. This category is a construction 

of smaller attributes and explicitly used as attribute as the two previously mentioned 

attributes. The attributes that this category consists of are obscurity, dealing with inner 

conflict and disputed stance. The Huffington post presents the movement as obscure, which 

can be illustrated with the following quote: “Given the amorphous and secretive nature of 

Anonymous” (Mosbergen, 2015). Inner conflict is present in the US News when discussing 

the KKK leak: “Posts on the Internet that say they are from Anonymous deny that the posts 

released Monday came from their group” (Roff, 2015). The disputed stance of articles comes 

to expression with the following quote that has been used by Express, the Guardian, Mail 

online, Irish Daily mail: “The group have been seen as anything from digital Robin Hoods to 

cyber terrorists for their hacking campaigns against government agencies and child 

pornography sites.” (Newton, 2015).  

 Presenting the movement as obscure makes the movement harder to grasp. 

Nevertheless, this obscure attribute does represent Anonymous being better or worse. It 

therefore contributes to a neutral evaluation of the movement. The salient attributes focussing 

on inner conflict, represents the decentralized nature of the movement getting in the way of its 

trustworthiness, because it is unclear when information is from the movement and when it is 

not. As such, these attributes evaluate the movement from a critical standpoint. Attributes 

portraying a disputed stance towards the movement, present certain positive elements (digital 

Robin Hoods) together with critical elements (cyber terrorists) of the movement. This 

balanced portrayal points towards a neutral assessment of the movement, because the reader is 

to decide which side to favour. In sum, the attributes emphasizing the decentralized nature of 

the movement can be seen as evaluating the movement neutrally and critically.  

 

5.1.3 Action attributes 

Claims 

Claimed action is one of the salient attributes used to describe the actions of the movement, 

denoted by words such as ‘allegedly’ and ‘claimed/claiming’. Small attributes that fit to this 
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overarching attribute are attributes of: questioning effect, verification issues and patronizing 

language. These attributes all undermine Anonymous’ activity as actually have taken place. 

The effect of their actions is often questioned, such as in the Times: “A majority of the phone 

numbers listed appeared to be disconnected” (Frizell, 2015). The phone numbers are 

represented as not being real and thus this action becomes nothing more than a claim of 

exposing phone numbers. Additionally, verification attributes are presented when describing 

the movement. The following quote is an example is provided in the Washington: “there was 

virtually no verified information accompanying the leak” (Ohlheiser, 2015a). Here the 

movement is represented as claiming to be truthful and not actually being truthful. Lastly, in 

some occasions a patronizing undertone is to be recognized in the description of activities, 

which portrays their activity as not being of serious or effective nature, such as this quote 

exemplifies: “Seriously, you couldn't follow the twists and turns in this story with a map, a 

flashlight, a bloodhound and a GPS” (Roff, 2015). This attribute is part of the claim category 

as it undermines the capability of the movement.  

In this regard, more often there is a use of Anonymous ‘says’ instead of Anonymous 

‘has’. Even though the movement’s press releases are often sourced in the same article, they 

are not treated as reliable source. Choosing to present actions as claims points to an ‘it 

remains to be seen’ attitude, which shows a sceptical approach to their statements and actions. 

Along the evaluative spectrum this can be identified making Anonymous critically salient. 

Questioning the effect the movement has is another way of critically assessing their 

capabilities. Moreover, the effects of these actions are rarely mentioned. In a few instances 

the direct outcome of their actions are briefly described, such as “it followed through with its 

threat by taking several official Saudi government websites offline “ (Gilbert, 2015), but a 

large effect on the issue or even society is not mentioned. Not connecting the movement to a 

positive outcome undermines the hacktivist efforts they make to create change. This puts a 

critical perspective on their actions, because how can their activity be assessed as positive 

when no connection to a positive effect is being made. Lastly, presenting issues of verification 

and using patronizing attributes places the question marks placed behind the validity of the 

information they provide. As such, all these attributes point towards a critical evaluation of 

the movement.  
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Acknowledged action 

Actions are also described with attributes that are part of the acknowledged action category. 

Several attributes in use describe activity as such. These attributes are: action having 

happened, action having effect, threat, cyberwar and repetitive action. As mentioned in the 

previous section, Anonymous activities are often connected to the word ‘claim’ or ‘allegedly’. 

This is opposed to a representation of activity described as actually have taken place. Mail 

online uses action having happened attributes, which can be illustrated with this quote “after 

reports last year the hackers took over several Twitter accounts and harassed members by 

phone” (Newton, 2015). Effect is mentioned in very few instances. Nevertheless, the 

movement is depicted Anonymous as being an actual threat, which occurs in Vice magazine 

when discussing targeting the Thai government: “the Royal Thai Army announced earlier this 

week that it would create a new "cyber warfare unit" to tackle cyber crimes” (Darrow, 2015). 

The cyber crimes refer to the actions undertaken by Anonymous.  

 Recognizing the undertaken actions by the movement does not necessarily point at a 

positive evaluation, since these actions are not represented as ‘doing good’. As such, these 

attributes rather represent the movement from a neutral perspective. Often is pointed out that 

an operation is repeatedly executed, which emphasizes the continuity in the effort they put 

into pursuing their target. This persistence shows them as repeatedly trying to follow up on 

the statements they make concerning the persuasion of a target, which can be seen as a 

positive evaluation. Acknowledgement is also to be recognized in the term ‘cyber war’. It 

represents how Anonymous not solely ‘attacks’, but how they forge a whole online war on 

their targets. This connection gives more weight to their actions. Regardless, also this attribute 

not necessarily evaluates their actions as being positive, because the word ‘war’ also connotes 

negative feelings. This counts for the ‘threat’ attribute as well. In combining these smaller 

salient attributes, the overall acknowledged action attribute neutrally evaluates Anonymous 

while slightly leaning towards a positive evaluation.  

 

Vengeance  

Vengeance is the third main category that describes activity conducted by the movement.  

Attributes suggesting a general act of vengeance or punishment and attributes suggesting 

personal vengeance make up this main category. This vengeance category is often 

accompanied by strong quotes taken out of statements Anonymous made on Twitter or on 

YouTube. These statements show the movement as being combative, such as the following: 
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“You made a clear and ever present enemy of Anonymous” Ku Klux Klan, We never stopped 

watching you” (Woolf, 2015).  

 The punishment attribute is explicitly used in Mail Online in the following quote: 

“aimed at punishing governments for policies of which the hackers disapprove” (Newton). A 

general act of vengeance is expressed when activity is explained with aiding other groups or 

people. This is illustrated with the following quote that shows how the protesters in Fergusson 

are being avenged: “The hacktivist group had threatened to leak the identities online to 

coincide with the first anniversary of the Ferguson riot which took place in Missouri, 

America” (Ough, 2015).  A personal vengeance attribute is salient as well when an action 

against the movement itself is presented as the motivation. This quote, quoted from a press 

release of the movement, expresses this: “You made a clear and ever present enemy of 

Anonymous when you threatened the lives of protesters and the men and women representing 

Anonymous” (Woolf, 2015).  

These attributes depict Anonymous as perceiving a self-certified wrongdoing and 

taking it upon themselves to make this right by targeting the wrongdoer. Attributes describing 

an act of vengeance for others can be interpreted as rather leaning towards a more positive 

evaluation, because their actions are connected to a motivation to help others. Personal 

vengeance can on the one hand be assessed as neutral, when it is only represented as 

motivation for action and not as harming others. On the other hand, it can be seen as more 

critical when it appears that a personal grudge is solved with harmful methods (such as 

exposing confidential information). In this regard, the main vengeance category can have 

different normative implications.  

 

Hacktivism 

Smaller attributes together constitute the main hacktivism category. The sub-attributes that 

have appeared to be salient are: activism, fighting for freedom of speech, protest and usage of 

words ‘hacking’ and ‘DDoS attacks’ as part of activism. The protest attribute is for instance 

salient in an article in the Independent: “Anonymous: How the Guy Fawkes mask became an 

icon of the protest movement” (Ough, 2015). The activism attribute is recognized when action 

is presented as conducted to bring about change following Carroll Hackett’s (2006) 

understanding of activism as organized grassroots efforts aiming to influencing practices and 

strategies (in Klein, 2015: 386). This can be illustrated with the following quote from 

Anonymous in the Express: “We hope Operation KKK will, in part, spark a bit of 
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constructive dialogue about race, racism, racial terror and freedom of expression, across 

group lines” (Reynolds, 2015).  

Furthermore, attributes describing their actions as fighting for freedom of speech 

reinforce the hacktivism category, because freedom of speech can be seen as a value that 

sparks hacktivism. This element is used as form of motivation, for instance in the Telegraph: 

“Anonymous said it was protesting against the "encroaching destruction of many civil 

liberties, the creation of a surveillance state” (Turner, 2015). Lastly, the quote “the websites 

were rendered inaccessible through distributed denial of service (DDoS) attacks” is an 

example of the usage of words pointing at hacking as part of a activism, namely the protesting 

of the Saudi-Arabian government for a planned beheading of a teenage boy (Gilbert, 2015).  

 Following Carroll and Hackett (2006) notion of activism, attributes positioning the 

movement as hacktivist, emphasize action as being conducted for a cause and not only to 

create trouble. Due to this position this attribute can be positively evaluated, since they are 

represented as having a purpose for altering society for the better. Furthermore, it can be 

argued that no journalist would be against freedom of speech. Presenting this as a motivation 

of their activity also evaluates the movement from a positive angle. Therefore, this hacktivism 

category evaluates the movement from a positive perspective.  

 

Troublesome action 

Lastly, the attributes damaging consequences (making mistakes), exposing confidential 

information, attack, trolling and hacking together form the main troublesome action category. 

These attributes represent Anonymous as harming rather than helping in some cases, which 

can be illustrated with the following quote concerning the targeting of PayPal: “three 

teenagers were arrested on suspicion of being behind a cyber-warfare campaign which caused 

unprecedented mayhem in the run-up to Christmas 2010” (in Irish Daily Mail, 2015). The 

salience of damaging consequences is also to be recognized in the wrongfully outing 

confidential information, for instance when wrongly accusing people of being part of the Ku 

Klux Klan is being described: “To have to dignify the charge by responding to it, even in the 

negative, is to be forced into the gutter” (Roff, 2015).  

In some cases actions are denoted with the attack attribute, which connects their 

behaviour to certain aggressiveness. The Telegraph presents Anonymous’ actions as attacks 

when discussing ‘Million Mask March’. This article presented the movement as ruthless 

rioters: “Clad in Guy Fawkes masks, some of the supporters of Anonymous, lit fires and 
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smoke bombs on the streets” (Turner, 2015).  Action described using the attribute ‘hacking’ 

does not always point to hacking as a part of hacktivism. This can be illustrated with the title 

of the article in Wired Magazine: “Helping Anonymous Hack Tribune Co” (Zetter, 2015). 

Finally, describing trolling is a part of the troublesome action category. Trolling is described 

by Firer-Blaess as a technique used to manipulate a conversation to create conflict, which 

they have also done as attack on the KKK: “After reports last year the hackers took over 

several Twitter accounts and harassed members by phone” (Newton, 2015). 

The use of damaging consequences attributes depict actions from a critical perspective 

as does presenting action as an ‘attack’. Furthermore, describing action as hacking without 

connecting it to an activist purpose connects action to a certain criminality, since this is the 

connotation with hacking that established in the media (Taylor & Jordan, 2004: 6). It 

therefore critically evaluates the movement as well. In sum, the troublesome attributes make 

the movement’s actions critically salient on the agenda.  

 

 

5.2 News after the declared war on ISIS 

5.2.1 Overview  

After the declared war on ISIS the main topic being addressed was Anonymous taking on a 

new target with most focus on ISIS as a new target. Donald Trump, attendees of the Paris 

Climate Summit and the government of Iceland and Turkey were also discussed as new 

targets. Furthermore, articles addressed the conflict between Ghost Sec (a cell within 

Anonymous) and Ghost Security Group (a cell that separated from the movement).  

 In assessing the overall tone of the articles in this set, five articles were perceived as 

having a rather critical stance, ten articles appeared to be neutral and six articles seemed to 

employ a positive tone. A critical stance in this data set was detected when the capabilities of 

the movement in taking on ISIS as a target where dismissed or highly questioned, such as the 

article “Anonymous' Cyber War with ISIS Could Compromise Terrorism Intelligence” in the 

Scientific American (Greenemeier, 2015). However, most of the articles presented the taking 

of a target without explicitly expressing an opinion regarding this new event. The article 

“Anonymous Targets ISIS (Should PlayStation Users Beware?)” published by Forbes 

magazine is an example of this neutral stance (Woollacott, 2015). PlayStation users should be 

wary according to this article, because ISIS supposedly communicates through PlayStations. 

Some articles employed an overall positive tone, which was most clearly to be recognized in 
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the expressed belief in the capabilities of the movement. The article in Fortune magazine 

titled  “Anonymous Declares Cyber War on ISIS. Why It Matters” (Reisinger, 2015) employs 

a clear positive tone.  

The main ‘movement’ and ‘action’ categories, identified in the first data set, were 

evident in this set as well. However, the content of these articles presented more sub-attributes 

within these categories than the first set of articles did. As such, more detailed descriptions 

are given of what the movement consist of. These will be described in more detail in the 

following sections. Alongside the main categories of hacker, hacktivist and decentralized 

movement, a fourth attribute was identified. This is labelled as the familiarity category. The 

claim category, acknowledge action category, vengeance category, hacktivist category and 

troublesome category proved to be evident in the articles in this data set.  

 

 

5.2.2 Movement attributes 

Hackers  

This main category is used to describe the movement in this data set as well, but the sub-

attributes it consists of have changed. The troublemaker attribute was not salient in this data 

set. On the other hand, being in conflict with the law was identified in this set. Attributes 

pointing at the movement wanting to work with officials have been identified as part of this 

main category as well. This aspect has been mentioned in relation to the declared war on ISIS: 

“some Anons take issue with the idea of assisting Western governments, even to combat a 

common enemy” (Schatz, 2015). This is further represented as having possible damaging 

consequences for the overall war on ISIS, which is displayed in this quote: “That is, as long as 

these uncoordinated cyber antiterrorism campaigns do not end up scuttling months of 

undercover investigative police work” (Greenmeier, 2015). Making the unwillingness to work 

with officials attribute salient along with attributes of damaging consequences casts a critical 

evaluation over the movement. This aligns with the overall the critical evaluation expressed 

by other sub-attributes.  

 

Hacktivists 

The exact ‘hacktivist’ attribute is less used in this data set (please not that this movement 

category is different from the action category of hacktivism). However, sub-attributes ‘Guy 

Fawkes mask’, ‘cyber activist’ or ‘activist’ and depicting targets critically were evident in this 
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data set as well. Moreover, a specialized attribute should be added to this the main category. 

The specialized attribute emphasizes the movement as skilful, which can be illustrated with 

the following quote: "ISIS should have high respect for their abilities," said Long. "Anything 

with a digital fingerprint these guys can find." (Levy, A. & Balakrishnan, A, 2015). In this 

regard, the specialized attribute leans more towards the positive side on the critical – neutral – 

positive continuum, because it makes salient that the movement has skills they can put to 

good use.  

 

Decentralized 

Anonymous is represented as not being unified entity, but made up of different subgroups and 

having a decentralized structure to a larger extend with the use of the label ‘loosely connected 

collective’. The obscurity, dealing with inner conflict and disputed stance attributes are to be 

recognized in this set as well. Moreover, the inner conflict attribute is more salient and often 

explained as being caused by the decentralized nature, which becomes evident in the 

following quote: “Discordian noted that those active in the chats planning the operation didn’t 

really seem to know what their goals were” (Ohlheiser, 2015b). Furthermore, an extra 

attribute within this data set is the anti-hierarchy attribute. This attribute emphasizes how the 

movement values their leaderless structure, which was emphasized in an article in Mic.: 

“Anonymous values an anarchistic equality that abhors attention-seeking as a means to bolster 

ego and reputation” (Smith, 2015).  

 Journalists explicitly choose to discuss conflict within the movement when describing 

Anonymous. As such, making their inability to prevent conflict form happening within the 

movement salient in their description. This attribute therefore evaluates the movement from a 

critical standpoint. The anti-hierarchic attribute does not directly depict the movement as 

being better or worse because of this value and can therefore be seen as an attribute that 

neutrally evaluates the movement. Bearing these changed in mind, this category can be placed 

between a neutral and critical evaluation on the normative spectrum in this data set as well.  

 

Familiar/notorious  

The identification of several extra attributes resulted in the discovery of familiarity as main 

category in describing the movement. This means that different attributes express a sense of 

‘knowing’ the movement, which is recognized in in this quote “the reader talks with the usual 

Anonymous hyperbole” (Parsons, 2015). The use of the word ‘usual’ expresses a sense of 
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familiarity, knowing what elements Anonymous normally uses in their YouTube videos. 

Attributes within this category are: inside information, contesting connections, notoriety, 

expert incorporation and emphasis on humans. The inside information attribute was identified 

when journalist claimed to tell the story from the inside or having an inside informant. This 

has very explicitly been used in an article in Mother Jones titled “Inside Anonymous' Messy 

Cyberwar Against ISIS” (Schatz, 2015). The contesting connection attribute is salient when 

YouTube clips, Twitter accounts, Anons and subgroups are not blindly accepted as being part 

of the movement. The following quote illustrates this statement: “The operation was 

announced in a YouTube video featuring a masked activist claiming to speak for the group” 

(Cohen, 2015). This expresses familiarity, because it shows how journalists position 

themselves as understanding the movements’ complicated structure.  

Anonymous as being a notorious movement is emphasized in several instances. An 

explicit example is the following: “few have been able to achieve the same level of notoriety 

as Anonymous” (Reisinger, 2015). This notoriety reinforces familiarity, because it represents 

them as being widely present and largely known. The expert attribute is used as source or 

argument in different articles. A cyber security expert is presented to give insight in 

Anonymous behaviour. This points to an attempt to create a more grounded and deeper 

understanding of the movement and as such becoming more familiar with them. The insights 

of the journalist are not sufficient to fully explain the movement and an expert is needed to 

provide the necessary commentary. Lastly, the human attribute depicts Anonymous as not 

only an obscure Internet phenomenon, but as being made up of ‘normal people’, which can be 

illustrated with the following quote: “So who are the people behind the masks? According to 

TMT many hold down ordinary jobs and fight ISIS in their spare time.” (Mansfield, 2015). 

This is making the movement salient as familiar as well, because they are described as human 

beings like everybody else.  

 The inside information attribute does not express a normative evaluation concerning 

the movement. It solely expresses a better understanding of the movement, due to the ‘inside 

scoop’. The notoriety and expert attribute place a certain importance on the movement and 

acknowledging their grand presence. This acknowledgement enhances a positive evaluation 

of the movement, because these enhanced details provided on the movement emphasize the 

movements’ importance. Furthermore, the salience of the human attribute favours a positive 

evaluation on the one hand, because it shows the ‘normal’ people behind the movement. On 

the other hand it places them in an unfavourable daylight when these ‘normal’ people are 
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represented as geeks behind a computer in their underwear. The overall neutral stance that is 

recognized in this familiarity attribute aligns with the fact that majority of articles in this data 

set express an overall neutral stance.   

 

5.2.3 Action attributes 

Claimed action 

As mentioned in the prior section, Anonymous’ activity is often described as ‘claimed’ 

activity. In the second data this attribute was more salient. The attributes questioning effect 

and verification issues as part of this main category were identified in this data set as well. 

Regardless of the fact that an actual effect is often displayed, questioning of effect has also 

prevailed. In some instances this effect is explicitly being dismissed, for instance when 

discussing their effect on the spreading of ISIS propaganda as “having little to no impact on 

the extremist group’s ability to spread its message” (Gilbert, 2015b). The evident presence of 

these attributes reinforces a critical evaluation of the movement’s actions.  

 

Acknowledged action 

The acknowledged action category is more evident than in the first data set. This quote shows 

the description of action as acknowledged: “The U.K.'s Independent reported that Anonymous 

has already started leaking information about ISIS members” (Levy & Balakrishnan, 2015). 

An extra aspect of actions represented as undertaken within this data set, was that activity was 

described as hacking activity, but also as activity for which no hacking is needed. As such, 

not all activity is simply described as a form of hacking. Action having happened, action 

having effect, cyber war and repetitive action compile this main category, although the threat 

attribute appeared less salient.  

The ‘action having effect’ attribute was more salient in this data set. In some instances 

in a more literal sense, saying “Anonymous brought down up to 40,000 websites across 

Turkey by attacking the country's 'root servers’” (Stanton, 2015).  In other cases a larger 

effect was presented “Anonymous determined ISIS was planning a mass killing in Tunisia” 

(Smith, 2015). As such, the impact of movement on its target has been recognized, which 

shows further acknowledgement of their influence. The effect that has been recognized is 

presented as having a positive outcome society and therefore provides a more positive 

evaluation. This attribute appeared in the articles before declaring war on ISIS as well, but its 

presence was far less salient.  
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 The persistent effort has been made more salient on the media agenda as well through 

use of the repetitive action attribute. An explicit example is the following quote: “Anonymous 

has had a busy year” (Parson, 2015). As has been argued, these attributes contribute to a more 

positive evaluation of the movement, especially with the enhanced focus on the positive effect 

the movement has in conducting its activities.  

  

Vengeance 

The vengeance category prevailed in the second set of articles. All articles that address the 

declared war on ISIS presented the Paris attacks as cause of this war. Attributes suggesting a 

general act of vengeance or punishment and attributes suggesting personal vengeance make 

up this main attribute. The trolling attribute has moved from being part of the main 

troublesome action category, towards making vengeance more salient. Trolling is presented as 

a means to achieve their goals, as can be illustrated with the following quote: “Anonymous 

carried out a day of ISIS trolling by posting unflattering images of the group together with 

goats, pigs and ducks” (Gilbert, 2015b). This shift from trolling being annoying activity 

towards trolling being a tool, moves the attribute from critically evaluating the movements 

actions towards neutrally evaluating the movements actions. The overall evaluation expressed 

within this category is of a more positive nature in this data set, because the group 

Anonymous is mainly avenging are the victims of the second attacks in Paris.  

 

Hacktivism  

The hacktivism category has also remained in use to describe the movements’ actions. The 

sub-attributes activism and usage of words ‘hacking’ and ‘DDoS attacks’ as part of activism 

mainly constitute the category. An extra attribute that can be ascribed to hacktivism is the 

clear goal attribute. The movement’s goals are more explicitly mentioned. The goal to take 

down all jihadist recruitment propaganda is an example of this attribute. Fighting for freedom 

of speech is hardly touched upon in this data set. This can be explained with the fact that the 

movement goals are not so much fighting for freedom of speech and more focussed on 

fighting ISIS. This category is makes Anonymous actions positively salient on the media 

agenda, because activity is connected to a positive activists goal.   
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Troublesome action 

Lastly, to a far less extend, the troublesome action category was identified regarding the 

description of the movements’ actions. In this data set the attack and damaging consequences 

attributes remained part of this category. Damaging consequences are more often presented as 

Anonymous getting in the way of official terrorism intelligence or wrongly identifying 

accounts as being part of ISIS, which is expressed in the following quote: “The real danger is 

that keyword search tactics will shut down people who are trying to monitor the Islamic 

State” (Rogers, 2015). However, this attribute was less salient than in the first data set. The 

diminished salience of the troublesome attribute as a whole results in a less critical depiction 

of the movement.   

 

 

5.3 Comparing attributes  

5.3.1 Overall normative shift  

Noticeably, there seems to be an overall better understanding of the complexity and disparity 

of the movement in the second set of articles. Through this more thorough depiction more 

elaborative positive and negative perspectives can be recognized. In the articles after the 

attacks when journalist took a certain stance towards the movement this was more clearly and 

elaborately expressed. The articles in Fortune magazine and IB times, for instance, framed the 

movement from a clear positive perspective. In contrast, the journalist of the Scientific 

American took a very critical approach. Whereas there appeared to be a normative undertone 

in the articles the in the first data set as well, a clear normative stance taken by the journalist 

was less evident.  

After thoroughly reading both articles more articles depict the movement from a 

critical perspective in the first data set. The second data set consisted of two more articles that 

appeared neutral and two more articles that were seemingly positive. This points to a subtle 

shift in the overall normative evaluation of Anonymous. This could have been a coincidence 

caused by the selection of articles. However, many similar titles were present in the first and 

second data set, which slightly eliminates coincidence and could suggest that the shift has 

been caused by the targeting of ISIS.   
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5.3.2 Comparing Anonymous attributes  

Whether this subtle shift is also to be recognized on an attribute level will be further discussed 

in this section. In comparing the attributes both data sets presented many similarities. All 

main attributes salient in the depiction of the movement in the first data set appeared salient in 

the second data set as well, although in some cases to a larger or lesser extend.  

 

Hackers & Hacktivists 

The main hackers and hacktivist attributes were used simultaneously in both data sets. One 

less attribute, the troublemaker attribute, compiled the hacker attribute in the second data set. 

The hacktivist attribute was compiled of more attributes on the other hand. As has been 

touched upon, the hacker attribute makes Anonymous critically salient on the news media 

agenda. This is because off the ‘criminal’ connotation the news media has granted the term 

‘hacker’ with (Taylor & Jordan, 2004). Presenting the movement as hacktivist connects the 

term hacker with the purpose of activism. As such, making Anonymous salient using the 

hacktivist attribute describes them as hackers using their skills for a bigger purpose, rather 

than solely for trolling or online criminal activity. In this regard, the hacktivist attribute being 

slightly more salient than the hackers attribute results in a normatively more positive 

evaluation of the movement. Although, the fact that the hacker attribute is still salient shows 

that taking on ISIS as a target has not granted the movement with a complete noble image 

 

Decentralized Movement 

Within this main category an increased salience of inner conflict has been identified. This can 

be interpreted as making the unstable structure of the movement more salient. This emphasis 

on Anonymous having a unstable structure could lead to the question, how can they bring 

about change in society when they are caught up in their own conflicts? Therefore, this 

increased salience results in a normatively increased critical evaluation. Their unstable 

structure critically questions their capabilities. The increase of this attribute can be interpreted 

as a result of targeting ISIS. Since many institutions and governments struggle to fight ISIS it 

is not surprising that the media questions what impact Anonymous can have from an online 

space. The inner conflict attribute that critically evaluates the movement within this category 

has become more salient and the other neutral attributes (obscurity, disputed stance) have not. 

In this regard, the decentralized movement category rather evaluates Anonymous critically.  
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Familiar 

In the second data set an enhanced interest and attempted understanding in the movement has 

been identified as the overall familiarity category. The enhanced incorporation of opinions, 

experts and inside information can be interpreted as more engagement of the journalist in the 

news reporting of Anonymous. In this manner Anonymous is depicted as a movement that is 

worthy of more engagement, thus placing more importance on the movement. Therefore the 

identification of this attribute in the second data set points towards a normatively more 

positive evaluation of the movement. The movement is more thoroughly described and as 

such presented as taken seriously. Whereas the separate attributes that constitute this category 

are neutral in the evaluation of the movement, when taking these attributes together they 

result in a more positive evaluation.  

 

5.3.3 Comparing action attributes 

Claimed & acknowledged action 

Articles in both data sets use attributes that represent action as claimed activity as well as 

actual activity. Both these attributes appeared to be more salient in the second data set. 

Claimed activity consists of the attributes: claim, questioning effect and issues of verification. 

Acknowledged action consists of the attributes: action having happened, action having effect, 

cyber war and repetitive action. The salience of the effect of Anonymous activity was an 

addition to the acknowledged action category in the second data set.  

Enhancement of the acknowledged action attribute has made a positive evaluation 

more salient on the news media agenda. The claimed action attribute was recognized to a 

larger extend, resulting in a critical evaluation to be more salient as well. This could be 

connected to the familiarity attribute that shows that more elaborate descriptions of the 

movement are given. In this regard, activities conducted by the movement are more often 

assessed on their implications. Activity has been taken into question more elaborately, but 

also valued more. In presenting both these perspectives on action, the reader can assess which 

on the favour and as such this combination results in a normative neutral evaluation of 

Anonymous.  

 

Vengeance  

Regardless which target they take on, news media will portray them as deciding upon their 

targets fate on their own terms, therefore this category was evident in sets of articles. The fact 
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that the vengeance attribute has become more salient in the second data set can be understood 

as being caused by the targeting of ISIS. After the Paris attacks Anonymous has been 

described as directly taking action when releasing their press release and YouTube video in 

which they stated they declared war. The declaration of war can be interpreted as a 

punishment for the Paris attacks and therefore the punishment and vengeance attribute were 

more salient. In light of this direct undertaken action, the vengeance category can be seen as 

evaluating the movement more positively, because they avenge the victims of the Paris 

attacks.  

 

Hacktivism & Troublesome action 

When looking at the hacktivism category, the second data set describes activity on the one 

hand with a hacking attribute, but on the other hand as activity for which no hacking was 

needed. An example of this is presenting activity as reporting social media accounts to the 

operator of the medium (such as Twitter). This better explanation of what activity entails can 

be identified as a more even salience of the hacking aspect of hacktivism as well as the 

activism aspect of hacktivism. This places Anonymous in a more favourable daylight, because 

they are not only salient as breaking into computers, but also as aiming to bring about change. 

Within the hacktivism category, this points towards a shift from a more neutral evaluation 

towards a more positive evaluation of the movement. This aligns with the increased salience 

of the hacktivist attribute as well.  

 Lastly, the troublesome action category recognized in the description of Anonymous 

activity appeared less salient in the second data set. As mentioned in the prior section, this 

category critically evaluates Anonymous, because it describes their actions as having 

damaging consequences. A diminish in the salience of this attribute, therefore also means a 

decrease in the critical evaluation of their activity. This could have been caused by the 

enhancement of hacktivism attribute, because activity is more often seen as being conducted 

with an activist purpose. Lastly, this could have been caused by targeting ISIS, since this 

terrorist group should be damaged by their actions and therefore the consequences are less 

portrayed as being damaging.  
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6. Conclusion 
This thesis aimed to research if attributes in use to represent Anonymous in the news media 

have normatively changed due to the taking on of a common western enemy. Through the use 

of qualitative content analysis 42 articles have been analysed. During this analysis main 

categories have been formed from the salient attributes that describe the movement and the 

actions they conduct. After this analysis the following results have been retrieved. 

The main categories describing the movement in English and American news media 

are that of hacker, hacktivist, decentralized movement and after the declared war on ISIS also 

that of familiar movement. The hacker category evaluated the movement critically. The 

hacktivist category evaluated the movement more positive. Anonymous as decentralized 

movement was seen as being on the neutral – critical side of the normative spectrum. Lastly, 

the familiar category neutrally evaluates Anonymous. The main categories that describe the 

actions of the movement in English and American news media are claimed action, 

acknowledged action, vengeance, hacktivism and troublesome action. The claimed action 

category critically evaluated the movement, whereas the acknowledged action category did so 

more positively. The vengeance category was placed on the neutral  - positive side of the 

normative spectrum. Hacktivism evaluated the movement positively as well. Finally, 

troublesome action, as the name implies, made the movement salient from a critical point of 

view.  

With these established categories, the two data sets have been compared and 

contrasted. In the first data set more attributes employing a critical tone were to be 

recognized. This finding aligns with the slight shift towards an overall more neutral and 

positive tone employed throughout the second set of articles. The overarching movement 

categories presented the following changes. The hacktivist category appeared to be more 

salient, which enhances a positive evaluation. The hacker category was slightly less salient 

and as such the movement was evaluated critically to a lesser extend. The decentralized 

movement category was more salient as well, resulting in a more critical evaluation due to the 

focus on inner conflict. Lastly, the salience of the familiar movement category contributes to a 

more positive evaluation, because the attributes combined in this category enhanced the 

importance of the movement.   

Within the action categories changes were detected as well. The claimed and 

acknowledge action categories both appeared more salient on the media agenda, which 

resulted in a critical as well as a positive evaluation of Anonymous’ activities. The vengeance 
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category appeared more salient as well, which pointed to a more positive evaluation. The 

hacktivism category was more salient, resulting in a more positive evaluation as well. Lastly, 

the troublesome action category was less evident in the second data set, lesser salience of this 

category resulted in a lesser critical evaluation as well.   

The final part of the research question, whether the attributes have changed after the 

declared war on ISIS, can be answered negatively. The attributes themselves have not 

changed. However, taking the normative shifts within categories into account, the depiction of 

the movement appears to be more positively salient on the news media agenda after the 

targeting of ISIS. This shift was of a subtle nature, which could have been caused by the small 

scope of the data set. Regardless, after having publicly declared a war on ISIS a shift within 

the attributes describing Anonymous has been recognized towards a more positive evaluation. 

This could suggest that the taking on of ISIS has resulted in a more positive evaluation of 

Anonymous. This could further imply that if the movement chooses to target institutions that 

align with Western ideas of an appropriate enemy, their normative salience on the news media 

agenda could change.   

  Second level agenda setting theory is used to research what attributes are in use to 

make a certain issue salient on the news media agenda. Moreover, this theory is used to 

research whether these attributes are correlated with the attributes salient on the public 

agenda. This thesis has solely focused on the attributes present on the news media agenda. 

Therefore, future study could investigate if these attributes are salient on the public agenda as 

well. Moreover, the move towards a normative more positive depiction of Anonymous could 

imply that they have become more salient as overall issue as well. This possible connection to 

first level of agenda setting should be studied in the future. 

Finally, this study has focused on meaning construction within a media text. As such, 

the contextual relations that influence this meaning construction have not been taken into 

account within the analysis. Having briefly touched upon the ‘war on terror’ discourse, future 

research could investigate how this discourse comes to expression in the representation of 

Anonymous, since the publicly declared war on ISIS suggests that the movement has become 

a part of this ‘war on terror’ as well.  
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