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Introduction  
 
Social media is still a new phenomenon, but it is seeping into every aspect of modern life and 
information and communication technologies, (ICTs), have become a vital part of our daily 
routine. We use them to connect with people and read news, customized to our pleasure. 
Companies have figured out the possibilities to reach out to customers that social media offer, 
and it was only a matter of time before politicians did the same. 
 
In America, Obama’s 2008 campaign marks the modest yet revolutionary start of politicians’ 
use of social media. Many ascribe Obama’s success in 2008 to these new means of reaching 
out to young voters and bringing them to the polls (TT Nyhetsbyrån, 2008). Since then, social 
media has become a natural part of any political campaign. The different means of 
communicating with the electorate give politicians a unique way to spread their message to a 
wide audience, and strategies on how to do this efficiently is keeping the Washington 
lobbyists busy.  
 
Political opinions are flourishing on social media, and the public can like never before express 
their opinions and gather around common objectives. The fact tank “PEW Research Center” 
published a report in 2012 which showed that two thirds of all social media users use the 
platforms to post political content or in any other way engage in political activities (Rainie 
2012, 1). 
But not everyone fights a fair game. As the political debate moves to cyber space, the 
violence female political candidates suffer, follows. Women in general endure a lot of 
harassment on ICTs, but women who voice their opinion suffer a great deal (Megarry 2014, 
48-49). Politicians and political candidates are no exception and research shows that female 
politicians suffer from a lot of sexist scrutiny in traditional media, and are also forced to deal 
with unfair coverage because of their gender (Dunaway et al 2013, 715). Any attempt to 
discourage a female candidate is counted as violence against women in elections, and in this 
category fall, of course, comments and tweets on a social media platform of this nature. It 
ranges from direct threats to degrading remarks, sexist slurs and discouraging comments 
(Bardall 2013, 1).  
 
Politics have traditionally been classified as a male space and women who want to participate 
are often considered to be invading an area where they do not belong. Attempts to discourage  
women from participating in the political sphere or exclude them from it all together have 
been made (Bardall 2013, 1-3). These schemes have proven to be effective. Seeing female 
candidates being harassed has a deterring effect for new candidates and statistics show that 
women might refrain from running for office because of the attacks they would have to 
endure. Some scholars argue that the fear that the violence produce is worse that the actual 
threats, because this is what significantly limits the number of female candidates (Frank 
2015). 
 
The higher the office a woman is seeking, the less just the coverage will be (Ritchie 2013, 
106). Recent reports show that women running for House of Representatives are in a lot of 
cases doing so on the same terms as their male counterparts. However, the same positive 
trends cannot be detected in senatorial and gubernatorial races, where female candidates are 
scarce and not often elected (Frank 2015). The highest office, president, produces the toughest 
glass ceiling to penetrate. Not many women have tried, but one has done so twice.  
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Hillary Clinton is currently running for president for the second time. After the 2008 
democratic primary when she lost to Barack Obama, some discussion opened up about what 
role Clinton’s gender had played in her loss. Media was divided and while some claimed that 
the treatment of the former secretary was the same as that of any other candidate, some voiced 
the opinion that the media had in fact treated her differently because of her gender (Lawrence 
and Melody 2010, 1-3). Once again this issue is up for debate, and the question is if Clinton is 
getting the same treatment as her opponent Bernie Sanders.  
 
Something that was not extensively covered in the aftermath of Clinton’s last presidential race 
was comments and attacks on social media, but as ICTs continue to grow as a political forum, 
the need to discuss online civility increases. Media coverage of female and male candidates 
respectively has been thoroughly discussed throughout the years, but even though social 
media has played a part in the political game for quite some time, research on social media’s 
effects on women’s candidateship is not easily found. The great advantages that social media 
platforms offer have been the topic for most research done on ICTs, but it is time to open up 
discussion on the dark side of social media from a gendered perspective. 
 
Question and purpose 
 
In a comparison between Clinton and Sanders, I wish to research gendered negativity on 
social media. I will study the comments they receive on pictures they post on Instagram. I will 
look for gendered comments on both profiles and see if I can detect a difference. The question 
I aim to answer is the following: 
 
Question: Based on their gender, are Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders treated differently on 
Instagram, and if so, in what way?  
 
The purpose of this essay is to discuss harassment and sexism faced by female politicians on 
social media. I have chosen as my case, a specific politician and a specific social media outlet 
so that patterns will be easier to detect and conclusions easier to draw. Through a comparative 
study, I wish to find out if there is a difference in how female and male politicians are treated 
online.  
 

Theory and previous research 
 
To give a thorough account of the theories relevant to my study, I will start at the top with the 
most general theories about female and male politicians. This is necessary to give the reader 
an understanding of why a discussion of different treatment of female and male politicians is 
a reccurring topic on any platform, probably the most recent one being social media, and why 
it is important. Theories on the different prerequisites that come with being a female 
respectively male politician are necessary for me to be able to distinguish between the 
gendered differences and the non-gendered differences. An arsenal of theories on common 
differences in the political climate for women and men will give me a good base for my 
research.  
 
I will present theories on the different political climates that politicians face based on their 
gender, and this will inevitably move into theories on what role the media plays in providing 
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the public with an image of a candidate based on predispositions of gender stereotypes. Media 
coverage of candidates should be gender neutral, but various theories suggest that this is not 
the case (Dunaway 2013, 716). My focus however, is social media so while theories on 
traditional media’s treatment of female political candidates might give me an idea of the 
climate faced by these candidates on social media, they cannot be translated directly to my 
case. I do argue that they must still be considered relevant to the study, because of their 
mutual characteristic of providing the public with an image of the candidate. However, unlike 
traditional media, social media offers the politician a unique way to shape the coverage that 
reach the public. Therefore, social media and traditional media cannot be considered 
interchangeable, which has to be considered when applying these theories to this study. 
 
As mentioned before, social media is for obvious reasons a new field of research, and theories 
of these platforms’ role in politics are scarce. To get the support I need to draw conclusions 
from my material, I will therefore use theories on attacks on female and male politicians 
online and election violence. There is some previous research that is specific to my study 
concerning tweets aimed at Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders, and the results are of course 
valuable to my paper and will be studied. Through a combination of these theories, I hope to 
build a strong basis to compare my research findings with. This will help me to identify the 
nature of the different comments posted on both profiles. 
 
Since my goal is to see if gender play any part in the type of comments that Hillary Clinton 
and Bernie Sanders receive respectively, theories on gendered words will also be valuable. 
This will help me to identify and analyze the gendered words posted on both candidates’ 
profiles. 
 
Theories on female and male politicians, gendered media treatment, election violence on 
social media and gendered words will be presented in the same order as above. 
 
Female and male politicians 
 
Women being allowed to participate in politics, both as voters and candidates, is a relatively 
new phenomenon, and women are still underrepresented in parliaments all over the world 
(Bardall 2013, 1). Scholars agree that politics is still considered a male field and this presents 
an obstacle to women with political ambition whose careers suffer for simply not being men 
(Frank 2015). This theory stems from the notion that men are public and women are domestic. 
The fields are divided according to gender, and attempting to enter into the field of the other 
sex might be difficult (Megarry 2014, 48). Women who pursue a career in politics will, 
according to this theory, invade a sphere that they do not belong to and there are 
consequences. 

Building on a similar idea, some theories aim to explain why women are not considered 
political material. In the introduction to their book Hillary Clinton’s race for the white house: 
Gender, politics and media on the campaign trail authors Regina G. Lawrence and Melody 
Rose present a theory regarding women’s bid for the presidency (Lawrence and Melody 2010, 
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4-5). They argue that there is a universally known division between female and male qualities 
and attributes. Based on stereotypical perceptions on women and men, women are considered 
to have mild and caring characters, whereas men are seen as assertive and rational. Since 
rationality is a male attribute, women are considered to be the opposite; irrational. The authors 
compare these characteristics with those expected of a presidential candidate, and finds that a 
president is assumed to be a rational person. In conclusion, women are not considered to 
possess attributes that a president would be required to have, and are therefore not seen as 
viable candidates (Lawrence and Melody 2010, 4). This theory would shed some light on why 
female and male political candidates are treated differently.  

Women are not strangers to the political climate they face and how their gender work against 
them. However, some studies show that attempting to present a more masculine image might 
not be too lucrative. Jessica Megarry, author of “Online incivility or sexual harassment? 
Conceptualising women's experiences in the digital age”, claim that disobeying gender roles 
will increase harassment (Megarry 2014, 48). She refers to studies showing that female 
politicians who try to act more like their male counterparts are to a greater extent targeted 
with harassment than others. This theory might be applicable to the case of Hillary Clinton, a 
female politician who has engaged in male dominated political fields, and expressed opinions 
that do not coincide with the presumed standpoints of a female politician (Ritchie 2013, 104). 
Applying theories like this will help me better understand comments posted on her Instagram. 

Women breaking into a male field will be exposed to sexual harassment. While male 
politicians might get criticism of their political standpoints etc., female politicians will be 
attacked on the basis of their sex. In an article about gender based election violence Gabrielle 
Bardall writes that “women are exposed to sexualized and/or morally degrading criticism” in 
a political climate that is considered to be rough, corrupt and male (Bardall 2013, 3). She 
claims that female politicians are accused of being sexually deviant in one way or the other. 
Megarry presents the same theory in her article and argue that “women are held to a different 
standard than men, and attacks are often directed towards their sex” (Megarry 2014, 48). It 
seems like female and male politicians are not being treated in the same way, and this will be 
taken into account when performing my study. 

Media’s different treatment of female and male politicians 

In her paper “Creating a monster: Online media constructions of Hillary Clinton during the 
Democratic Primary Campaign, 2007–8”, Jessica Ritchie argues that the media, influenced by 
the notion that women do not belong in politics, created an image of Hillary Clinton as a 
gender defying cyborg (Ritchie 2013, 102-105). Ritchie shows evidence that Clinton during 
her last presidential campaign was portrayed as and accused of being a robotic character by 
the media. This is a concrete example of what happens when women get involved in a male 
field. She is not behaving as a woman should, and therefore she is, just like the cyborg, 
crossing boundaries. The cyborg is a hybrid, half machine and half human, just like Hillary 
with her “unfeminine traits” is half man, half woman. Defying gender roles becomes equal to 
attempting to turn over society, and the women who fall into this category are blamed for all 
that is wrong in society (Ritchie 2013, 103). Ritchie continues describing another image of 
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Clinton that prevailed through the media when she was the first lady. As a first lady with a lot 
of involvement in politics, she was portrayed by the press as a “castrator”. It was suggested 
that she emasculated the president, and this afforded her a reputation as dangerous and violent 
(Ritchie 2013, 104). These images show a dehumanization of Clinton, conducted by the 
media, and the patterns found here will play a part in the operationalization.  

The presence of a glass ceiling is a popular symbolic way of describing the reason why 
women do not seem to reach top positions in the workplace. A theory suggests that this is the 
case with politics too. In an interview with the “Georgetown Public Policy Review” (Frank 
2015) on female political candidates in the 2016 primaries, Jennifer L. Lawless explains that 
the higher the office a woman is pursuing, the more difficult it will be for her to reach her 
goal. Ritchie develops this theory in her article and says that the higher the office the less just 
the media coverage will be (Ritchie 2013, 106). According to this theory, Hillary Clinton 
would be exposed to more gendered media coverage than a women running for lower political 
positions.  

Johanna Dunaway et al also present a theory on coverage. Female candidates are often 
projected in the media as less feasible as candidates and not expected to win (Dunaway 2014, 
716). Erika Falk’s book “Women for president” is quoted in “Georgetown Public Policy 
Review”, explaining that it is common that the media calls female candidates “not ready” or 
“unqualified”. She says that questions are raised regarding how a female leader’s gender 
would negatively effect her decisions, priorities and engagements (Frank 2015). Dunaway et 
al also find support for the theory that coverage of female candidates focuses more on their 
traits than their politics (Dunaway 2014, 715).  

Traditional media coverage will give an idea of the kind of climate that female political 
candidates face on social media, but I will now move on to discussing theories related to 
social media and election violence.  

Election violence on social media    

Election violence comes in all shapes and sizes, but the the common denominator is that it is 
used as a mean of oppression (Bardall 2015, 7). Naturally, violence against women comes in 
the form of election violence as well and violence against women in elections, VAWE, is 
defined by Bardall as:  

“[…] any random or conspiratorial act to discourage, suppress, or prevent women from 
exercising their electoral rights. This includes women’s participation as voters, candidates, 
party supporters, election workers, observers, journalists, or public officials.” 

(Bardall 2013, 3-4) 

The comment fields on ICTs offers the users a chance to express their opinion about the 
content on the platform, but they have also turned in to new mean of VAWE. From the 
definition above, we can draw the conclusion that comments on ICTs that fit the into this 
description would be considered VAWE. The definition is broad and to fully interpret its 
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meaning to my material, I have to operationalize it. This would mean, among other things, to 
identify words and phrases that would be used to in any way discourage female politicians. 
With this definition at hand, I can differentiate between the harmless but distasteful 
comments, and the ones that show signs of violence against women in elections.  

Another theory presented by Bardall further discusses the impact that social media has had on 
violence against women in election. She argues that ICTs have a way of specifically targeting 
female politicians and four reasons are presented that each claim that female politicians fare 
worse than male. Firstly, she describes the nature of the short message as an easy way for the 
perpetrator to express ridicule and shame. Anyone can write anything, at any time, aimed 
directly at the victim and therefore violence against women in elections is easily achievable 
(Bardall 2013, 3). Pictures are also easy to spread, and unflattering and photo shopped images 
circulate on social media. The candidates are put in stereotypical and demeaning female 
positions and contexts, and this also facilitates moral and ethic attacks. This is a type of attack 
that according to Bardall specifically targets women (Bardall 2013, 4). The third reason has to 
do with the speed that ICTs offer. Spreading negative material of any sort is easy with social 
media, and because of this, acts of VAWE get a wider range. Fourthly, Bardall mentions the 
lack of jurisdiction controlling content on social media. Offline, the perpetrator of election 
violence can often be identified, but online this might be close to impossible and prosecution 
is almost inconceivable (Bardall 2013, 5). This empirical background is relevant to keep in 
mind when analyzing the results.  

Gendered words 

Theories and research on the use of gendered words will help me decipher the language I am 
presented with in the comment fields and identify gendered words. Having an understanding 
of trends and patterns of gendered words in social media is vital. 

So far, theories and evidence that female and male candidates face a different reality has been 
presented. As I want to to examine if I can detect any differences with gendered meaning in 
the treatment of Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders on Instagram, it is time to discuss theories 
on how such a difference could appear. Gendered words and terms used in connection with 
either candidate is a good start, and they can concisely be defined as words that in one way or 
another relate to the sex of the candidate (Tromble and Hovy, 2016). Harmless words like 
“mother” and “son” are gendered, as well as negative words like “bitch” and “whore”, but 
words or terms that relate to something that is stereotypically female or male can also be 
defined as gendered. (I will define the gendered words that are of interest to this study more 
thoroughly in the operationalization).   

Both men and women suffer from harassment online, and the use of gendered words or 
similar is a common way to attack people on the Internet (Jane 2012, 533). The nature of the 
gendered attacks however, depend on the sex of the victim. According to Emma A. Jane, 
author of “You’re a[sic] Ugly Whorish Slut” gendered attacks usually revolve around 
stereotypes. Women receive comments on their intelligence and appearance and are often 
accused of being dumb, unattractive or hysteric (Jane 2012, 533). A wish that violent sex acts 
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will be performed on the victim to “correct” the person is common, as well as other kinds of 
threats. Men on the other hand, receive comments suggesting that they are homosexual or 
have small genital organs. Attacks on the victim’s partner or family are also common, often 
targeting their physical appearances (Jane 2012, 533). Nevertheless, Jane explains that threats 
of rape and sexual assault is something that both genders endure (Jane 2012, 535). 

Not only are women and men attacked in different ways, Jane argue that the effects of the 
harassment differ as well. She refers to research showing that female and male victims of 
sexual harassment online report different reactions. Men are usually more annoyed than 
frightened by violent comments aimed at them, and one columnist is quoted explaining that it 
is part of the internet culture (Jane 2012, 536). Women on the other hand, report feeling 
disturbed by the threats they receive. Emotions span from irritation and anxiety to devastation 
and fear, and some have stopped to fully express their opinions to save themselves the 
trouble. Others, in extreme cases, have quit their jobs altogether (Jane 2012, 536). 

One explanation of the difference in how women and men experience sexual harassment 
online could be that women are more likely to be targets. Jane also point out that research 
show that while both women and men suffer from attacks, women are more likely to be 
victims and less likely to be perpetrators of such harassment (Jane 2012, 536 also in Tromble 
and Hovy 2016). 

In her article, Megarry points out the lack of gendered insults designated for men, and the 
contrast to the abundance of words designed to insult women (Megarry 2014, 50). This 
exposes women to more harassment aimed at their sex. As my study compares comments 
received by a female and a male politician, I will have to take into account the different lived 
experiences, reactions and circumstances under which women and men are being attacked on 
the internet. Using previous research and theories, such as the ones presented above, will help 
me identify patterns that stretch beyond my case and signs of structural gender bias. 
Vocabulary specifically designed to insult and demean women will play a part in my 
operationalization. I will identify words that fit into this category, but also see if I can find 
evidence that my research reflects this theory. 

Previous research on Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders on social media 

Previous research done on gendered tweets directed at Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders 
came to the conclusion that Clinton is faced with a “bombardment of abuse and negativity on 
Twitter”. (Tromble and Hovy 2016). The study, conducted by Dr. Tromble from Leiden 
University and Dr. Hovy from University of Copenhagen, was published in the Washington 
Post political blog “The Monkey’s Cage” “and through six charts the scientists presented 
evidence that Clinton not only got more gendered words tweeted about her, but also that a 
bigger portion of these were negative. The contrast to Sanders is great, with him receiving 
twelve gendered words and Clinton twenty-nine. Out of the total, non of the gendered words 
tweeted about Sanders were negative, but in Clinton’s case thirteen of the words had negative 
connotations. Only three were positive and the rest considered neutral (Tromble and Hovy 
2016). 
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The authors use certain categories to define words as gendered. These are emotions, political 
stand points, family life and appearance (Tromble and Hovy 2016). Words and terms relating 
to these categories that can be described as female or male are counted as gendered. This can 
for example be military being regarded as a male field, and education as a female field 
(Tromble and Hovy 2016). These categories are relevant to see how many gendered words 
each candidate gets, but also how many of these are negative. In my study, I will build on 
these categories and use them as a part of the foundation. This will be further explained in the 
section on operationalization.  

Research design  
 
This section will describe and motivate the case, the method that will be used for the study 
and the material, in this order. It aims to provide the reader with a full understanding of the 
case and of how the study will be performed. 
 
The choice of Social Media platform 
 
Instagram describe themselves as a “fun and quirky way to share photos”, but during the site’s 
six years on the social media scene it has proven itself to be much more than that. (Instagram 
2016) With shocking growth numbers ever since the start in 2010, PEW research center 
released a rapport in 2015 announcing that 28% of all internet users in America use 
Instagram, comparable with 72% using Facebook and 23% using twitter the same year 
(Duggan and Page 2015, 3).  
 
The app gives the user the ability to upload photos or fifteen second videos for public display 
or only for the accounts that the user has accepted as a “follower”. A follower is the 
equivalent of a Facebook friend, and someone who has chosen to receive updates of your 
photos on their news feed. A great number of followers can grant you both fame and 
sponsorship.  
 
Celebrities have realized the potential of Instagram and many of them have accounts sharing 
both their professional and private life with their fans. Kim Kardashian and Justin Bieber are 
some of the American celebrities that have millions of followers and likes on the photos they 
post. Famous people’s Instagram profiles give the user a close look into celebrity life from the 
celebrity’s own perspective. Politics has been a part of social media for a few years, but 
Instagram has not been the platform politicians have chosen to reach out to their voters. 
However, in the ongoing race for the presidency of the United States, candidates of both 
parties have picked up on the same trends as the celebrities and started to use Instagram. The 
candidates investigated in this study, Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders, both started their 
Instagram accounts a little under a year ago. 
 
The reason why the political trend on Instagram is picking up speed has no specific answers, 
but a lot of qualified guesses can be made trough looking at the Instagram demographic and 
the range of Instagram. Facebook is one of the oldest social networking cites and went 
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political many years ago, as did Twitter (Blake 2015). Instagram has remained a non-political 
site but with the growing number of users, politicians are moving in. Pictures and videos have 
become the main way to communicate online, and Instagram, being a platform for these two 
mediums, presents a lucrative site for politicians wanting to reach out to voters (Manikonda et 
al 2014, 1). The platform works mainly for the voters you already have, not so much for 
attracting new ones. Using Instagram to show a human side, and how likable you are in 
general is probably a good way to interact with voters and keeping them (Sastry 2013). This 
also makes Instagram suitable for my study, since the point of interest is not the policies the 
candidate aims to see through if elected, but the candidate as a political person of their gender. 
Washington post names three groups that use the platform to a great extent; racial minorities, 
young people and women (Blake 2015). These are groups that have been pointed out as the 
three main groups for the Democratic candidate to attract to win the election (Gelin 2016). 
With these two facts put together, it is no wonder that the Democratic candidates have found 
their way to Instagram. With the new political interest in the platform, and the types of groups 
using the ICT in mind, Instagram becomes an obvious choice of platform for my study.  
 
The choice of Clinton and Sanders  
 
Like previous research and theories show, women have a harder time being and proving 
themselves as politicians. Presumably because of this and other factors, not many women 
have ever run for president of the United States. The 2016 election started out with two 
female candidates and one will almost certainly be her party’s nominee. Hillary Clinton’s 
presidential race presents a unique opportunity to research a woman’s situation running for 
president, and she is the perfect candidate for my study.  
We know that female politicians on lower levels face a tougher climate than their male 
counterparts and we know that the media coverage gets less fair the higher the office they are 
are running for. With this in mind, Clinton should be in a vulnerable position and can 
empirically be expected to suffer from being a woman in her position. The goal is to research 
her situation on Instagram in regards to sexism. If Clinton faces gender bias on social media, a 
comparison is needed to detect possible sexist comments that are specific to her gender. 
Otherwise, if sexism is found on her Instagram, no proper evidence could be presented that a 
male politician did not suffer the same treatment.  
 
The comparison will be made with her rival, Bernie Sanders, based on the fact that they are 
both competing for the democratic nomination. Both candidates are revolutionary in their own 
way, Clinton for her political history and for being a woman, and Sanders for being Jewish 
and calling himself a democratic socialist. However, both candidates are first and foremost 
candidates, and in a perfect world, factors like gender and religious beliefs should not affect 
their candidacy. Gender is the variable that is of interest for this study, and with both 
candidates running for the Democratic nomination, and both being controversial in their own 
way, the effect gender has on their campaign should be visible. Although Sanders is a unique 
candidate in many aspects, his appearance fits the description of a standard American 
president. Clinton, on the other hand, cannot possibly fit into this standard because of her 
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gender. The comparison is therefore very interesting, and makes for a good foundation for this 
study.   
 
Bernie Sanders started his account on May 26th 2015 and Hillary Clinton followed a few 
weeks later on June 10th. Since then, Sanders has published 345 pictures, Clinton 483, and 
they have 1,3 and 1,1 million followers respectively. Sanders has had a great rise in likes and 
comments on his pictures, starting out modest with around 4000 likes and 300 comments on 
his first post and now looking at around 65 thousand likes and 1300 comments on his latest. 
This rise is hardly surprising considering Sanders’ success in the primaries. Clinton, being a 
well know politician, has had no rise like Sanders but has kept a steady number of likes. Her 
first and last picture both have around 30 thousand likes, and the number of comments vary 
greatly, but fluctuates between 6000 on the first one and 1200 on the latest (May 8th). 
 
Considering that the number of followers, the amount of likes and comments on the posts, and 
the time they have used the platform, it is fair to say that the candidates have a comparable 
Instagram situation. This means that I can conduct my study with fewer interfering variables, 
like the accounts being essentially different, affecting my results. To further prevent this from 
happening the pictures have been carefully chosen so that no events in the election process 
will affect the comments unevenly. 20 pictures were picked, 10 for each candidate and almost 
one from every month the candidates have been on Instagram. This excludes the five first 
days on Sanders account that were in May 2015 and May of this year. Since Sanders account 
was up and running so few days in May of last year, it made more sense to count June as the 
first month, which also gives the two candidates the same number of months. May 2016 has 
not been counted simply because the month has yet to come to an end, and a picture following 
the criteria for a picture eligible for the study had not been published by both candidates at the 
time the study was made. (All numbers were retrieved on May 8th 2016)  
 
Method  
 
To get the best results from my study, I need a method with quantitative as well as qualitative 
advantages. I have a large amount of data that needs to be sorted based on its content for me 
to be able to analyze it. The key criteria that the method needs to meet is that it has to provide 
a simple way to categorize the vast number of comments. A suitable method for this type of 
study is the quantitative content analysis. It provides a comfortable and easy way of analyzing 
data. The researcher decides what material is of interest and relevance to the study, and 
categories are constructed based on what the study aims to analyze (Esaiasson et al 2012, 
201). If the data meets a certain set of criteria it will be sorted into a category and can be 
analyzed accordingly.   
 
Material  
 
Approximately one picture has been chosen per month which gives me a better overview of 
the entire amount of pictures than picking just a few consecutive images would. The chance 
that turmoil in the political field will effect the comments is also minimized. However, a lot of 
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chance was involved in the choosing, apart from number of weeks that should pass between 
the pictures and the parameters described below. This means that whereas there is no picture 
from October, both the very end and beginning of September and November were covered. 
Eight of the pictures were published on the same date, the rest were posted within a few days 
of each other or at the very most within seven days. Pictures published on the same day were 
not always available, simply because the accounts do not always post every day, but also 
because the pictures needed to follow some specific criteria.  
 
The basis of the choice of the criteria and the description of an eligible picture, is an idea that 
the pictures should be politically neutral. This means that the pictures should reflect the 
politics of the candidate as a little as possible, and the candidate as a political person as much 
as possible. The candidate’s policies are not interesting; it is the candidate as a political 
person with a certain gender that is vital to the study. How social media treat them as a female 
and a male candidate for a political position is what will be examined, and pictures with the 
candidate on them and not political issues, should generate more discussion that is of interest 
to the study. Only images displaying the face of the candidate have therefore been chosen, 
with the face preferably being as visible as possible. Crowds of people in the background has 
been allowed, as long as the picture’s main figure is the candidate.  
 
Both campaigns post pictures that reflect the places they visit and the issues they wish to be 
associated with, but since this study is not interested in the political message of either 
candidate, these are not of interest. The main focus is instead the treatment of the candidate on 
the basis of gender, and it makes sense to pick pictures that actually display the candidate in 
question. Images displaying a candidate’s face accompanied by text within the picture have 
also been excluded based on the assumption that a political message in a picture would steer 
the comments away from the candidate. The picture’s caption has been ignored, since it is 
mainly there to explain the picture.  
 
Both Clinton’s and Sanders’ campaigns like to publish pictures with famous people who 
support their campaigns, and this does of course attract both likes, followers and comments. 
This could also steer the commenters away from discussing the candidate, and no picture with 
a celebrity in it will therefore be used in this study. 
 
As mentioned above, the pictures receive an overwhelming amount of comments and not all 
of them can be counted. I have chosen to count only the 150 first comments on every picture. 
This gives me the same material from every picture, but counting the first comments as 
opposed to the last has more advantages. Instagram is an ever-changing source and although 
pictures might have been published many months ago they are still revisited and commented 
on. However, the first 150 comments usually appear within the hour of the picture being 
published and are therefore most likely reflecting the political state on the day the picture is 
published, not that of three weeks later. Picking the last comment would mean ruining the risk 
of one political event reflecting the comments on several pictures which increases the chance 
that the main object of the discussion is not the candidate.  
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150 comments per picture is a number chosen based on a two simple factors, the significance 
of time and the feasibility of the study. Covering the whole time period is one way to try to 
isolate gendered comments from the political state at the time and thereby get as clear of an 
idea as possible of the actual gendered comments on Instagram. A turbulent political state 
might at times have effected the language in the comment fields, and it is important not to let 
political events distort the results. With this in mind, the first picture from Bernie Sanders 
profile was picked even though it did not have 150 comments. In the beginning of his 
Instagram career, Bernie Sanders had few comments on every picture. Picking a picture from 
a later post with more comments would have meant that my study would not have been able 
to cover the entire time period. The problem was solved by counting 100 comments from both 
candidates. Furthermore, the number 150 also enabled me to look at many pictures, something 
that would have been difficult within the limits of this study with a larger number of 
comments. An estimated mean of the number of comments on an average photo is about 1500 
comments, which means that I will cover about one tenth of the comments on an average 
photo.  
 
However, to check if the number 150 is representative, a test will be performed. One picture 
with many comments has been chosen and all the comments available have been checked. If 
the percentage of gendered comments match the proportion of gendered comments found in 
the study, 150 comments have most likely provided a good base, and if not this has to be 
taken into account when analyzing the results. 
 
This method of choosing the pictures is neither problem nor risk free. No picture that fit the 
description was posted by Sanders in week 21 and a picture was therefore picked from the 
preceding week. This meant that seven days passed between Clinton’s picture on December 
7th and Sanders’ on December 14th. This is by far the largest gap between pictures in the 
study, but the effect on the result is most likely insignificant. Some of the most hate filled 
comments and the most engaged debate might be found on photos with political messages. 
They are excluded by this method, which means that a lot of comments that would be 
interesting to this study might not be considered. Gendered comments could be more 
prominent under pictures displaying the family of the candidate. However, for the sake of the 
comparability of this study, a fair method like the one chosen was essential. Otherwise the 
results would have been distorted by other factors than the candidates themselves.  
 
Another problem is that the users of Instagram are free to remove any comment they make. 
The owner of an account also has some control over the comment flow and can block users 
and report their comments. This means that the comments that are of value to this study might 
have been removed either by the author or the account manager, and my result could be 
affected by this. I have approached both campaigns and inquired about their social media 
policy, but they have not been able to inform me. Because of the uncertainty of the material, 
all comments researched for this study have been saved in the form of print screens. This 
means that the exact same study can be performed again, even if the comments change. The 
comments and the chosen pictures constitute around 600 pictures and will therefore not be 
attached to this paper, however, anyone who wish to see them may contact the author.  
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All pictures were saved on May 5th and the comments were analyzed starting that day and 
continuing for a total of three days. The following chart provides information about when the 
pictures were posted. Date retrieved indicates the day the comments where researched. The 
dates in bold are the same for both candidates.  
 
 

Picture Hillary Clinton  
Date posted           Date retrieved 

Bernie Sanders 
Date posted           Date retrieved 

1 June 12th            May 5th  June 12th           May 5th  

2 July 18th              May 5th  July 22nd            May 5th  

3 August 27th         May 5th  August 22nd       May 6th  

4 September 29th   May 6th  September 28th  May 6th  

5 November 1st     May 7th  November 1st    May 7th  

6 December 7th      May 7th  December 14th   May 7th  

7 January 11th        May 7th  January 10th       May 7th  

8 February 18th      May  7th  February 17th     May 7th  

9 March 23rd          May 7th  March 23rd        May 7th  

10 April 24th           May 6th  March 24th        May 7th  

  
 
Operationalization  
 
The object of my essay is to see if there is a difference in how the two democratic candidates 
are treated on Instagram based on their gender. I will do this by studying the gendered words 
and terms that appear in the comment fields under the pictures they post on their Instagram 
profile. Using the theories presented above, I will now go on to develop a tool after which I 
will determine which words, terms and phrases can be considered gendered. In other words, 
the definition of gendered words in this study will be what the comments are measured by. As 
mentioned earlier, the most basic definition of gendered words describes them as words that 
in any way can relate to gender, but this study will focus on a certain type of gendered words.  
 
Previous research presents a consistent image of female politicians being disadvantaged by 
their gender. Since similar evidence that male politicians are disadvantaged is hard to find, 
this study is largely based on studies on female politicians. Research found on harassment of 
men will by no means be of less importance, but the categories cannot always be customized 
after both genders. Some of the constructed categories simply do not have a male equivalent, 
and Sanders is therefore sometimes tested on the basis of female politicians. To exemplify, 
female negative stereotypes in a political context exists because women have not been 
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allowed to be politicians, but since this is not the case for men there are no negative political 
stereotypes. The implications will be explained further in the effected categories. 
 
Gender specific words  
 
The most concrete types of gendered word that will be counted are taunts specifically 
designed for women and men. They are degrading in a gender specific way and aim to insult 
the person on the basis of their gender. “Bitch” and “whore” are examples of female specific 
words and “cuck” and “barney” examples of male specific words. Bitch used in a positive 
sense will also be counted as it remains a gendered word with negative connotations. If a 
gendered word is found that is specific to the other sex, for example if the word “hag” is 
found on Sanders profile, it will instead be considered a way to suggest that the candidate is 
not behaving according to their sex and therefore end up in the non-feminine/non-masculine 
category.   
 
Political qualities  
 
There are various political qualities that women are considered unable to possess. They are 
assumed to posses stereotypically female qualities, which are not considered presidential 
qualities, while male qualities are seen as synonymous with these qualities. Comments that 
express opinions on women as presidential material will therefore be considered gendered.  
 
The media presents female candidates as non-serious candidates that are unqualified and 
unprepared for the task. Comments that will be counted as gendered will mention words like 
“unqualified”, “not ready” or synonyms and words with the same meaning. They will be 
implying that Clinton could not execute various task in the same manner as a male president, 
say that she is not a real candidate and that the only reason people would ever vote for her is 
that she is a woman. Comments along the lines of “She’s a woman, what does she know 
about…” or “she will just focus on specific women’s issues…” etc. will also be 
acknowledged. Based on Bardall’s definition of violence against women in elections as 
deterring actions, “stop running for president” will also be included.  
 
Comments relating to these themes are gendered because they historically have been ways to 
be biased against female politicians and if comments on Hillary Clintons Instagram reflect 
these trends in traditional media, we can se that social media is carrying on this excluding 
tradition. Once again, since social media is a new field, traditional media being the umbrella 
of all media outlets will be a good base for my study. Evidence of trends in the media and this 
definition gives me a strong support for judging these as gendered.  
 
Since no observed male equivalent is available, the same coding manual will be tested on 
Bernie Sanders profile to see if both candidates suffer from the same negative treatment. 
Calling Sanders “unqualified” or urging him to quit will therefore be considered gendered.  
 
Women as non-feminine/non-human and men as non-masculine 
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Attempting to present a more stereotypical male image will be cause for sexual harassment, 
and the media is cultivating unfavorable images. Hillary Clinton has been portrayed as a 
cyborg and an emasculator, both images based on her gender defying person being both non-
human and unfeminine. Clinton behaving unwomanly, being a castrator or robotic figure of 
any sort will be considered gendered based on the theoretical background. Bill Clinton having 
been castrated by his wife, Hillary being a cyborg and last but not least, comments that, like 
the Facebook group “Hillary Clinton stop running for president and go make me a sandwich”, 
urge Clinton to do something more “feminine”, are all comments that will be counted in this 
category (Bardall 2013, 3). 
 
Patterns of harassment of men on social media have been identified and revolve around 
masculinity. Any mention of Sanders sexuality, genitals, or wife’s/family’s appearance will 
be considered gendered. Considering previous research identifying women being called male 
as a common way to insult female politicians, I will also count any comment that in any way 
possible insinuate that Sanders is a woman, is behaving or acting like a woman, or simply 
suggest that he is not a real man.  
 
Negative stereotypes  
 
This category will cover expressions of behavior considered stereotypically female. This 
includes being emotional, hysteric or bossy. Sanders will be tested for the same things, which 
means that Sanders being called hysteric would be counted.  
 
Gendered threats  
 
Another observed trend is threats online and the wish that violent sex acts will be performed 
upon a woman as a way of “correcting” her. Comments that revolve around this will be 
regarded as gendered threats. Comments mentioning rape, sexual assault, violent and forced 
intercourse or any other kind of sexual threat will be counted. Rape threats have been reported 
for both genders, and if sexual threats appear on either candidate’s profile they will naturally 
be counted as gendered.  
 
Negative comments about appearance  
 
Any comment about appearance will be counted. Negative comments about their appearance 
will be sorted into this category and positive ones to the category “positive comments” that 
gathers all of the positive gendered comments the candidate receives. Appearance is also one 
of the categories that Tromble and Hovy chose to examine in their study of gendered tweets, 
and inspired by the broad categories that they have chosen, I have decided to sort various uses 
as animals under this category. Comparing the candidates’ appearances to animals in any 
ways like “fat as a cow” will therefore be counted.  
 
Negative comments about intelligence  
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I will apply the same strategy when dealing with comments about intelligence, collecting the 
negative ones here and the rest in “positive comments”. Mention of a candidate as “dumb” or 
“clueless” or any other negative remark about them will be noted.  
 
Family life  
 
Comments concerning the candidates’ family life have little to do with their politics and are 
often a cause for gender bias. In Clinton’s case, the mention of Bill will be counted. As 
mentioned above, traditional media has a history of using Clinton’s husband as a mean of 
sexism and therefore the mention of Bill Clinton is included in the operationalization. This 
would not include something as simple as “Hillary’s husband’s name is Bill”, but all 
comments that mention Bill that have added value to them are considered gendered. The 
choice to turn Bill into a gendered comment is largely based on the result of Tromble and 
Hovy’s study where Bill was one of the favored ways to insult and demean Clinton. 
Something else that is associated with Clinton’s husband is the Monica Lewinsky-scandal. 
Using Lewinsky as a way to discredit, demean or humiliate Clinton will be considered 
gendered, as it is a way to use her husband by extension. In Sanders’ case, we have seen that 
criticizing a man’s partner is a common way to harass men online. Comments that in any way 
criticize Jane O’Meara Sanders’ appearance will be regarded as gendered. I will also consider 
degrading and negative words about the candidates’ children as gendered.  
 
Political standpoints 
 
Tromble and Hovy argue that some political standpoints and issues are seen as female and 
male respectively. I will develop this idea by using traditional views on female and male 
political issues. Female issues are poverty, education, children, health policy issues, issues 
that together could be defined as compassion issues. Male issues are economy, military, 
defense (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993, 120). Mention of the candidates together with an issue 
that is counted as gendered will be of importance to this study. It could be a commentator 
questioning either of the candidates’ ability or mandate to perform in a political issue that is 
not associated with their gender. The opposite, commentators claiming that the candidate is 
only eligible or able to work in issues in their designated field, will also be counted.  

Positive comments 
 
So far, the research has revolved around the negative gendered comments that might appear in 
the material, but gendered comments could also be positive. To get a sense of how these types 
relate to each other, I will also note the total amount of positive gendered comments on every 
picture. These are comments that in one way or another use the candidate’s gender as a 
positive remark. The positive comments are all put into the same category as they are mainly 
interesting for comparison with the negative comments.  
 
Summary  
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The table below shows the categories and the possible words and terms for every category. 
They are designed so that no word or sentence will fit into more than one category and so that 
nothing that should be counted falls outside of all the categories. These are examples, the 
research will therefore not be limited to these words.  
 

Category Indicator  
Gender specific words Female 

Bitch 
Whore  
Shrew    
Hag/old hag 
Dyke 
Dragon lady 
Witch  
PMS 
Slut 
Shrill  
Male  
Cuck  
Barney 

Political qualities  People of this gender cannot be politicians/president 
Not likely to win 
Not feasible as a candidate 
Unprepared  
Unqualified 
Effected negatively by their gender when making and executing 
decisions and choosing interests. 
The gender of the candidate is the only reason to vote for them 
Stop running for president 

Women as non-feminine/non-human Cyborg, robot, non-human 
She-male, castrator, emasculator  
“Get back to the kitchen” 

Men as non-masculine  Being homosexual  
Having a small genital organ 
Having an unattractive partner and/or family 

Negative stereotypes  Emotional 
Hysteric  

Threats  Rape/sexual threats 
Threats because of gender 

Appearance  Ugly  
Clothes 
Features 
Style 
Animals (calling them any type) 

Intelligence  Dumb/unintelligent 
Clueless/ignorant 

Family life Jane’s appearance  
Mention of Bill (that is not clearly harmless) 

Political standpoints Candidate cannot handle other gender’s issue 
Candidate can only handle their own gender’s issue 

Female positive Queen 
Mother/grandmother   
“Right woman for the job” 
“You go girl” 
Positive remarks about appearance  
Positive remarks about intelligence  

Male positive “You’re the man!” 
“Right man for the job” 
Dad/grandfather etc 
Bro/Bruh 
Positive remarks about appearance  
Positive remarks about intelligence 

 
 
Analysis  
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The analysis can now be performed. The 150 first comments on each of the selected pictures 
are systematically analyzed, and every comment that fulfills any of the requirements, will be 
sorted into the designated category in the table below. The positive comments are summarized 
and put into their mutual column. 
 
Hillary Clinton’s pictures  
 

 Gender 
specific 

Political  
Qualities 

W. as non 
fem/hum. 

Neg. 
Stereotypes 

Gendered 
Threats  

Neg. 
appearance  

Neg. 
intelligence 

Family- 
life 

Pol. 
Standpoints 

Female  
Positive  

1 4 7    2  2     

2 3 2        1 

3 1     3  1  1  6 

4 1 2        10 

5 2     2     4 

6      3     6 

7  1    1 1  2  3 

8       1  1  16 

9 1 6     3    3 

10 1 2        3 

 
Bernie Sanders’s pictures  
 

 Gender 
specific 

Political  
Qualities 

M. non 
masculine 

Neg. 
Stereotypes 

Gendered  
threats 

Neg. 
appearance 

Neg. 
intelligence 

Family- 
life 

Pol. 
Standpoints 

Male  
Positive  

1          2 

2          4 

3          11 

4          17 

5          18 

6          10 

7 1 2     1    19 

8   1   1      

9 1     2     33 

10          1 

 
 
Test with a whole picture 
 
All the available comments on one selected photo will be analyzed. The 9th picture from each 
candidate was selected based on the similar number of comments and the time perspective. 
Instagram will not allow access to all comments on one picture, and only the available 
comments could therefore be analyzed. (All the data was gathered on May 11th) 
 
Hillary Clinton photo 9, 1069 comments analyzed (3255 total)  
 
 Gender 

specific 
Political  
Qualities 

W. as non 
fem/hum. 

Neg. 
Stereotypes 

Gendered 
Threats  

Neg. 
Appearance  

Neg. 
Intelligence 

Family- 
life 

Pol. 
Standpoints 

Female  
Positive  

9 9 21 3   13 6 12  36 
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Bernie Sanders photo 9, 1085 comments analyzed (3792 total) 
 
 Gender 

specific 
Political 
Qualities 

M. non- 
masculine 

Neg. 
Stereotypes 

Gendered  
threats 

Neg. 
Appearance  

Neg. 
Intelligence 

Family- 
life 

Pol. 
Standpoints 

Male  
Positive  

9 1 1    4  2    107 

 

Results  
 

 Gender 
specific 

Political 
qualities 

Non-
feminine 
/masculine  

Neg. 
Appearance 

Neg. 
Intelligence  

Family  
life 

Tot. nr of 
negative 

Tot. nr of 
positive  

Tot. nr of 
gendered  

Hillary 
Clinton   

13 
(23,2%) 

20 
(35,7%) 

0 
 

11 
(19,6%) 

8 
(14,2%) 

4 
(7,1%) 

56 
(51,8%) 

52 
(48,2%) 

108 
(7,2%) 

Bernie 
Sanders  

1 
(11,1%) 

3 
(33,3%) 

1 
(11,1%) 

3 
(33,3%) 

1 
(11,1%) 

0 9 
(7,3%) 

115 
(92,7%) 

124 
(8,3%) 

 
 
Summary  
 
The table above summarizes the results of every category that got an entry. The categories 
where nothing was found have been erased from this table to make it clearer. The percentage 
rates indicate the percentage of the total number of negative gendered comments from that 
category. The percentage rates in the columns “Total number of negative” and “Total number 
of positive”, indicate the distribution of positive and negative gendered comments for the 
candidate. The percentage rate in the “Total number of gendered comments” column, show 
the proportion of gendered comments out of all of the 1500 comments counted for each 
candidate.  
 
The results show that gendered comments appear in both negative and positive form on both 
candidates’ accounts. 7,2 % of the total number of comments counted on Hillary Clinton’s 
Instagram were gendered, and 8,3 % of Sanders’ comments. Sanders got a larger number of 
gendered comments in total, but the majority of these were of the positive kind. Only 7,3 % of 
his gendered comments were negative and the rest positive. Clinton had a more even 
distribution with 51,8 % negative comments and the rest positive. Clinton got 86 % out of the 
total number of negative comments from both candidates, and Sanders 69 % of the positive.  
 
The observations were concentrated around a few categories, and while some had a number of 
observations, others were not used throughout the entire study. The most active categories 
were more or less the same for both candidates with a few exceptions. “Negative stereotypes” 
went untouched, as did “Gendered threats” and “Political standpoints”. “Women as non-
feminine” was not used, whilst its male counterpart got one observation.  
 
The comments were not always evenly distributed between the pictures, but concentrated to a 
few pictures. Both the picture and the current political state seemed to effect the number of 
comments that were counted. Below a more thorough account of the results from each 
category will follow. 
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Gender specific words  
 
A little under a fourth constituted female specific insults and belong in the “Gender specific 
insults” category. The abundance of female specific gendered insults was visible on Clinton’s 
Instagram. One of the most popular words used was “hag”, a word with an etymological 
meaning that seems to match the general negative image of Clinton. The meaning of the word 
hag is an old evil woman, often masquerading as a good person. The modern language 
website Urban dictionary claims that a modern meaning also incorporates “being hysteric” 
and “being drunk with power” (Urban dictionary 2016). “Scag”, a combination of “skank” 
and “hag”, and “witch” have similar connotations, and the words all seem to be working 
along the line of Clinton pretending to be a good person to take over the country. Below are 
some examples. 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 

 
Sanders got one gender specific word, the word “cuck”, which is a word that attacks the 
sexuality of a man. This constituted 11,1 % of Sanders’ negative gendered words. Urban 
dictionary, a suitable source for internet language, explains that the word insinuates inferiority 
to women and other men (Urban Dictionary 2016). 
 
Political qualities 
 
For Clinton, “Political qualities” covered over a third of the total number of negative 
comments. This means that commentators were more likely to discuss Clinton’s ability to be 
president based on her gender, than simply call her names. This might be because words like 
“bitch” are easier to remove from the comment fields than subtler sexism, but the amount of 
comments relating to Clintons political ability was still unexpected. Condescending female 
specific words were also used to enforce the comments about Clinton as a politician as in the  
examples above. Comments along the lines of “shouldn’t be able to run” or “dangerous for 
the country” were common as well as simple disqualifications like the one below. As visible 
in the comments above, some show examples of more than one category, and have been 
registered as such. 
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The Instagram users who expressed these opinions about her seemed eager to spread an image 
of her as an incompetent politician. It turned out that the description of the category “Political 
qualities” fit in very well with the comments, which means that classic means of trying to 
stifle the success of a female politician were applicable in this case. Furthermore, it turned out 
that political events did in fact have a certain effect on the comments. After Sanders called 
Clinton “unqualified” the word started appearing in the comment fields, like the comment 
below posted just around the time Sanders made the criticized statement.  
 

 
 
Words like “unqualified” and “unprepared” were not used on Sanders’ Instagram to the same 
extent as on Clinton’s, and only 33,3 % of the negative gendered words were classified as 
“political qualities”. A few entries were made, but they did not take over in the same way as 
they did on Clinton’s profile.  
 
Men as masculine 
 
It was also unexpected that Sanders’ manhood was not questioned. 11,1 % of his negative 
gendered comments belonged to this category. He is focusing his campaign around issues that 
are considered stereotypically female, but very few commentators exploited this 
“opportunity” to emasculate him. The comment below is one of the comments of its kind.  

 

 
Sanders also got one gender specific comment with female connotation, which was counted as 
a non-masculine comment. The reason a female insult was used on Sanders is therefore 
interpreted as a way of calling him feminine, but it could also have to do with there being 
more insults for women than for men.  
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Negative comments about appearance 
 
Clinton’s appearance was also attacked, and almost a fifth of the negative gendered comments 
had to do with her looks. On the picture posted on Halloween, cracks were made about her 
face being a mask, and other comments about her looking old and ugly were found. The 
comment below shows the types of reviews of her looks and clothes that appeared to want to 
change her.  
 

 
 
A third of the negative gendered comments found on Sanders’ profile had to do with his 
appearance, most of them relating to his age.  
 

 
Saying that he looks old might be a reaction to the many positive comments about his 
appearance, and his “cute” looks. Those who dislike his politics might see this as a way of 
turning Sanders’ looks into a disadvantage. Focusing on his age might also imply that he is 
not a suitable candidate, and this could be a way of discrediting him. 
 
Negative comments about intelligence  
 
Not that many comments questioned Clinton’s intellect, but some of the ones that did were 
followed by fans calling her smart in her defense. 14,2 % of the negative gendered comments 
belonged to this category. One comment that was found in the test of the entire picture said 
that her blond hair dye was “getting to her brain”, which was probably the harshest comment 
about her intelligence. 
 
Considering that Sanders is a self proclaimed socialist, and that socialism is a triggering 
subject in America, it was surprising to find only 11,1 % negative comments about Sanders’ 
intelligence. People seemed to respect the fact that he is a socialist and attacked socialism as 
an ideology, not Sanders as a person.  
 
Family life 
 
Seeing as Tromble’s and Hovy’s study of the Tweets showed that a large amount of insults 
aimed at Clinton used her husband, it was surprising that not more observations were made in 
the “Family life” category. Only 7,1 % of the negative gendered comments were categorized 
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as “Family Life” and only four comments mentioned Bill or Monica Lewinsky. The quote 
below is also a testament of how Clinton’s political opponents have contributed with new 
tools of gendered treatment. It comes from a statement made by Donald Trump, and has 
apparently made its way into her comment field.  
 
 

 
This is also a good example of how Bill Clinton turns into a gendered comment, but also of 
how something her husband did end up being a reason not to trust her as a politician.   
 
 
Positive comments 
 
The notion that “man” is good and “woman” bad, shows itself in every aspect of the comment 
fields of both candidates. Clinton’s gender is being used as a way of discrediting her as a 
politician and as a person, which concurs with previous research. The female gender is used 
as an insult and in contrast, Sanders’ gender seems to be a reason to praise him as a politician. 
With comments like “You’re the man” and “right man for the job” the male gender becomes a 
reason to vote for Sanders, a reason that has nothing to do with his policy or beliefs. To put it 
simply, “man” is used by Sanders-supporters and “woman” by Clinton-haters. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although Clinton also got positive comments of this sort, a few “you go girl” appeared in the 
comments, more often than not the word “woman” was used in a negative context. “This 
woman is a bitch”, “This woman is not qualified to be president” are examples of comments 
that constantly put “woman” in a negative context, almost turning it into an insult in “itself”. 
This is also reflected in the fact that the most common insults aimed at men have to do with 
them not being “manly”, which in a heteronormative world is the same as being a woman.  
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Results from the test 
 
  Gender 

specific 
Political 
qualities 

Non-
feminine 
/masculine  

Neg. 
Appearance 

Neg. 
Intelligence  

Family  
life 

Total nr 
negative 

Total nr 
positive  

Hillary  
Clinton 

Sample  
(150) 

1 
(0,7%) 

6 
(4%) 

0 
 
 

0 3 
(2%) 

 10 
(6,7%) 

3 
(2%) 

 Entire 
Picture 
(1069) 

9 
(0,8%) 

21 
(2%) 

3 
(0,3%) 

13 
(1,2%) 

0 
 

6 
(0,6%) 

52 
(4,9%) 

36 
(3,4%) 

Bernie  
Sanders 

Sample 
(150) 

0 0 0 2 
(1,3%) 

0 0 2 
(1,3%) 

33 
(22%) 

 Entire 
Picture 
(1085)  

1 
(0,1%) 

1 
(0,1%) 

0 4 
(0,4%) 

2 
(0,2%) 

0 8 
(0,7%) 

107 
(9,9%) 

 
 
A test was performed on picture nine (for both candidates) to see if the sample of 150 
comments gave an adequate distribution of comments. The results are presented in the table 
above. The numbers within brackets show the number of comments in every category as a 
percentage of the total number of comments in the sample or the entire picture respectively. 
The percentage rates in the columns “Total number of negative” and “Total number of 
positive” show the gendered comments in proportion to all the comments counted. The most 
active categories for the whole picture match the ones for the sample more or less, but some 
categories were only active when the entire picture was studied. In Clintons case, the test 
showed that the proportional number of “Gender specific” comments matched the sample, 
whilst the observations relating to “Political qualities” were fewer when counting all the 
comments. Both “Women as non-feminine” and “Negative comments about appearance” 
showed up in the entire count, but not in the sample, while the situation was reversed for 
“Negative comments about intelligence”. The test on Sanders’ picture also showed deviating 
results between the sample and the entire count, with more active categories in the entire 
count. The sample did not seem to match at all with the count of the entire picture. Most 
interesting was the difference between the proportion of positive comments, which showed 
that the proportional number of positive comments went down when counting all the 
comments. The match between the sample and the entire comment count is not perfect, and 
implications for the sample will be handled in the discussion. 
 

Discussion  
 
The simplest conclusion that can be drawn from the results, shows that Clinton not only 
suffers from more gendered negativity on Instagram, but that Sanders also enjoys a lot of 
gendered positivity. It is not a close count, the number of negative comments on Clinton’s 
profile by far exceeds the number on Sanders’. Previous research mapping out trends of 
female politicians and women online being harassed because of their gender, predicts a result 
of this kind. Nevertheless, there are some factors that have to be taken into account before 
accepting the result.  
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The test that was performed showed deviating results between the sample and the entire 
comment count. This could be a sign that the sample taken from every picture was too small 
to gather representative information. In other words, 150 comments might not have given an 
accurate account of the amount of gendered comments on each photo. But some of the 
difference might be a case of a detected phenomenon were a trend will be started by one or a 
few commentators and continued by others. The discussion under the pictures would follow a 
theme, sometimes generated by the motive in the picture and sometimes seemingly just 
through someone starting to comment in a certain way and others following. Because of this, 
observations would generate each other and appear in “flocks”. Such a trend could never be 
predicted beforehand, and had a great effect on the result of this study. Something like this 
could easily appear below the 150 comments in the sample. In the test made on Clinton’s 
ninth picture, a discussion opened up about whether she would be a competent president 
based on her husband’s years in office that generated six observations in the “family life” 
column. The sample showed nothing of this discussion, nor did the rest of the comments in 
the entire count, but the short debate still created a wedge between the sample and the entire 
count. In other cases, the sample might have in the same manner picked up on comments that 
did not reflect the rest of the comments under the picture. Hopefully, the large amount of 
photos investigated will even out the amount of trends that are picked up and missed.  
 
Another element that most likely will effect the results is the ability for both the commentator 
and owner of an account to remove comments. It often became evident that comments of the 
kind that is of interest to the study had been removed. People would remark on the number of 
sexist comments on Clinton’s account when there were no comments of that sort to be found. 
On Sanders’ account, it was clear that some users were debating an issue with someone whose 
comments had been removed. The removal of comments has most likely been to the 
disadvantage of this study that aims to show the full extent of gendered negativity and thereby 
depends on counting the type of comment that will most likely be removed. There is therefore 
good reason to believe that the results of this study cannot show the full extent of gendered 
comments on the candidates’ profiles, and that if all the comments would have been available, 
a larger number of gendered comments would have been found. This supports the strength of 
the results.    
 
When interpreting the results, the fact that the study was largely based on theories and 
previous research relating to women and female politicians has to be taken into account. Since 
no theories were available on how and if men are disadvantaged by their gender, there might 
have been gendered negativity aimed at men that could not be observed. However, no 
harassment of Sanders was found that suggested that the instrument could not capture male 
sexism.   
 
With these facts in mind, the results should be humbly interpreted, and not necessarily 
generalized. The results do however concur with previous research and theory, and it seems 
like Clinton suffers more gendered harassment on Instagram. With women being subordinate 
to men in society, female politicians historically being subjected to sexist treatment, and 
women being sexually harassed in social media to a greater extent than men, the results are 
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not unexpected. A general difference in how Clinton and Sanders are treated was detected 
when analyzing the comments. Clinton has made political errors and decisions that have been 
disliked by the public and for this, she got a lot of comments, e-mails and the Benghazi-
tragedy being the main topics. While criticism on these subjects might be valid, using her 
gender as an insult, is not. Nevertheless, it seems like her sex is a constant factor, and that she 
can never be just a politician. To exemplify, the public’s attitudes to Clinton’s husband and 
Sanders’ socialism can be compared. The fact that Sanders is not attacked for sympathizing 
with an ideology he did not create is interesting in contrast to the fact that Clinton is affected 
by her husband’s indiscretions. Sanders is afforded the luxury of not being negatively affected 
by the, in America, disliked ideology, which was clearly visible in the comments. 
Commentators who expressed disdain for socialism did not attack Sanders, whilst Clinton was 
judged by the behavior of her husband. The point of this comparison is to show how Clinton 
is first and foremost her gender, whilst Sanders is a person and a politician.  
 

Future research and contributions  
 
There was a lot of hate on Hillary Clintons Instagram page that was not counted because it 
was not considered gendered. “Hitlary”, “Killary” “Hellary” were some of the wordplays 
found, and many comments simply expressed disdain for Clinton. A larger study with more 
time and researchers, might have had the time to expand on the definition of gendered 
comments, and dig deeper in the hatred aimed at female politicians. Looking at hateful 
comments as a gendered occurrence in itself might have been interesting, and a comparison 
could be made with a male politician to see if female politicians get more hate in general.  
 
Clinton supporters where frequently called “stupid” or “brain dead” for voting for her. They 
where asked to explain how they could vote for a corrupt and bought politician, and many 
claimed that the only reason the supporters voted for Clinton, was her sex. Harassment of the 
fans of Hillary Clinton has also been brought to the surface by journalists like MSNBC 
political analyst Joan Walsh, who have received a lot of hate after expressing her support for 
the former secretary. One Bernie Sanders-fan also got attacked for supporting the senator. 
During a discussion this man was called sensitive for being liberal in a way that insinuated 
that he was a homosexual. Exploring how gendered harassment online is a disadvantage to 
politicians of both genders would be an interesting study to conduct. 
 
This study has aimed to bring to the surface the type of gendered harassment that face 
politicians on social media. It has contributed to the modest number of studies done on the 
subject, and hopes to inspire more thorough research on sexist treatment of female politicians 
on social media.   
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