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Polarizing publics in Twitter
through organic targeting tactics
of political incivility

Fani Kountouri*† and Andreas Kollias†

Department of Political Science and History, Panteion University, Athens, Greece

Research on political incivility in social media has primarily been focused on the

types and frequency of impolite or uncivil language used to attack politicians.

However, there is so far little evidence on the uncivil use of organic targeting

tactics. We define organic targeting tactics as the ways through which users can

utilize the Twitter tagging conventions (hashtags and mentions) and its “reply”

feature to target specific publics and accounts other than those in their followers’

list. In the discussion on the study of political incivility on Twitter we introduce

organic targeting tactics as another critical element of political incivility which

may involve the violation of several political civility norms or essentially alter the

intensity of their violation. Based on data from Greek Twitter this paper identifies

and explores how users exploited the hashtag, mention, and reply feature of

Twitter to target political out- and in-group politicians and publics and wide

audiences with uncivil political messages. The dataset includes 101.512 tweets

containing the “Syriza_xeftiles” hashtag posted during the period between January

2015 and early June 2019, obtained from the Twitter Search API. The dataset

contains only tweets from Twitter user accounts that have posted at least 30

#Syriza_xeftiles tweets during the period under study. Analyses organic targeting

tactics were based on an inductive lexicon-based approach. Evidence presented

in this paper indicated that Twitter users gradually learned how to weaponize the

hashtag, reply, and mention features of Twitter to target more and more regularly

a variety of political accounts, publics, and audiences in Greek Twitter with uncivil

political narratives. The weaponization of these Twitter features often involved the

combination of several political incivility dimensions, which apart from the use of

insulting utterances included the use of deception through hashjacking and the

discursive dimension, which in e�ect constituted space violations, interruptions,

and discussion prevention.We argue that this practice is indicative of a qualitatively

di�erent kind of political incivility because it does not simply aspire to establish

ad-hoc political publics where incivility is the norm but also to deliberately expose

other political and non-political publics to uncivil political narratives. Therefore,

the deliberate use of organic targeting tactics can have far wider implications on

a�ective polarization and ultimately on democratic processes.
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increased over the years. It is observed a sharp rise between early

2018 and the months before the European parliament election and

the regional/municipal elections of May 2019, when Syriza suffered

heavy defeats, leading PM Tsipras to announce early general

elections. This finding indicates that #Syriza_xeftiles twitters, or

at least many of them, gradually learned how to weaponize the

@mention feature of Twitter to target more and more accounts of

interest to them.

Of particular interest is the use of mentions to Twitter

usernames belonging to (a) Greek political parties and politicians,

(b) the Greek government and public services, and (c) media

TABLE 2 Frequencies and percentages of descriptive hashtags by topic.

Descriptive
hashtag topics

No. of
tweets

Pct in the dataset
(n = 101.512)

1 Syriza 16.151 15.9

2 Domestic political

processes

8.482 8.4

3 Entertainment and

other non-political

topics

4.290 4.2

4 Other Greek political

parties

4.014 3.9

5 Macedonian issue 3.863 3.8

6 Other domestic issues 2.610 2.6

7 Economy issues 2.564 2.5

8 News and media 2.322 2.3

9 International issues 1,795 1.8

10 Disasters 1.765 1.7

11 Immigrants/Refugees

issues

709 0.7

12 Education issues 139 0.1

and journalists/analysts. Micro-targets of mentions became

predominantly the accounts of the political and media elite

in Greece (see Table 3). By targeting these accounts, the

#Syriza_xeftiles tweets aimed to indirectly reach a vast number of

their followers and all those interested in their activities. Almost

half of the mentions (49.8%) in #Syriza_xeftiles tweets were made

to just 100 accounts. This is indicative of very selective targeting

of specific accounts. Among these, 58.5% were accounts of the

Syriza government members and party leaders or from a small list

of media accounts openly supporting Syriza. Mostly the target was

PM Tsipras and the official account of Syriza (26.1% of all mentions

in #Syriza_xeftiles tweets among the top 100 mentioned accounts).

In total 9.2% of the #Syriza_xeftiles tweets included at least one

mention to accounts of the political and media elite in Greece. This

organic targeting tactic was used at least once by 688 (79.3%) of the

users in our dataset, and 98 of them (11.3%) used this tactic in at

least 20% of their #Syriza_xeftiles tweets.

4.4. The use of replies in #Syriza_xeftiles
tweets

In our dataset, 13.927 #Syriza_xeftiles tweets (13.7% of the

total) were replies to conversations initiated by other accounts

(2.133 unique accounts in total). In Figure 8 it is shown that

#Syriza_xeftiles replies to Twitter conversations proportionally

increased over the years. As with the case of mentions, this finding

is likely to indicate that #Syriza_xeftiles twitters gradually learned

how to weaponize the reply feature of Twitter to target more and

more accounts of interest to them.

More than half of the users (51.4%) posted at least one

reply in conversations initiated by political and media elite

accounts. Among the #Syriza_xeftiles tweets that replied in

such conversations, 2.286 (16.4% of the total replies) replied in

conversations initiated by members of the Syriza government, by

Syriza party leaders, and by Syriza-friendly media (see Table 4).

FIGURE 6

Communities of often co-occurring hashtag categories. (A) The Syriza and PM Tsipras community of hashtag categories. (B) The Macedonian issue

community of hashtag categories.
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FIGURE 7

Monthly average of ratios between mentions of other accounts and total tweets.

This finding is indicative of a predominant intention (also

identified in the case of hashtags and mentions), to expose

Twitter publics close to Syriza to counter-messages that stigmatize

their party and to disrupt conversations taking place within

these publics.

Furthermore, another 14.1% #Syriza_xeftiles replies were

posted in conversations initiated by officials and prominent

members of opposition political parties, and 12.5% in conversations

initiated by mainstream media and journalists. In total, 43% of

the #Syriza_xeftiles replies were aimed at conversations initiated

by high-profile political accounts on Twitter, most likely to reach

wide audiences interested in news and to target specific political

publics. It is also characteristic that just 99 accounts posted almost

74% of all #Syriza_xeftiles reply tweets. A small “army” of 99

accounts appears to have adopted the tactic to push as hard as it

could the #Syriza_xeftiles message using as vehicle conversations

initiated by other accounts, preferably accounts with a high-level

political profile.

5. Discussion

This paper aimed to address through empirical research the gap

in the literature on the study of organic targeting tactics of uncivil

behavior on Twitter against politicians and political parties and the

publics that are directly or indirectly targeted by these tactics.

TABLE 3 Frequencies and percentages of mentioned Twitter accounts by

category.

Account category No. of
tweets

Pct in the
dataset

(n = 101.512)

Syriza 5.702 5.6

Other Greek political parties 2.500 2.5

Media and

journalists/commentators

2.119 2.1

The findings regarding the hashtag-based targeting tactics show

that around 66% of the #Syriza_xeftiles tweets did not make use

of any additional descriptive hashtags referring to political or

non-political topics. This finding indicates that the aim of the

use of hashtag-based organic targeting tactics was primarily to

establish a special kind of ad-hoc anti-Syriza public on Twitter.

In the early days of #Syriza_xeftiles tweets, this hashtag expressed

a call to form an imagined community preater-hoc (Bruns and

2011, p. 7), in anticipation of the formation of an ad-hoc public

of “morally outranged” anti-Syriza users. Initially, this hashtag

was conversational rather than organizational (Huang et al., 2010)

given that #Syriza_xeftiles tweets were very infrequent. These early

#Syriza_xeftiles twitters were not just interested to use impolite

language to express their moral outrage against Syriza and to make
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FIGURE 8

Monthly average of ratios between replies to other accounts and total tweets.

it known to the circle of their followers or in the context of a specific

Twitter conversation. The choice of adding the #Syriza_xeftiles

hashtag and its stigmatizing message into the body of their tweets

also expressed their intent to inspire and prompt other users

to use it. As #Syriza_xeftiles became more popular, this hashtag

was also communing affiliation (Zappavigna and Martin, 2018).

Engagement with this hashtag meant that users were participating

in morally outraged conversations on Twitter which shared the

understanding that Syriza is indeed morally degraded or at least

expected to be exposed to content that provided arguments and

evidence of the immoral behavior of Syriza and its leadership,

in combination with other uncivil attacks that questioned its

legitimacy, its motives, and its skills. In other words, the aspiration

was to co-create a political public where users will feel free and safe

to use even extremely impolite language when criticizing a political

out-group (Lee et al., 2019). This is bad enough but, after all, it

is something that takes place between condescending individuals.

Liberal democracies, no matter how flawed they may be, as in the

case of Greece, are not threatened by how like-minded people talk

about politics with each other in online (and offline) public spaces.

However, a sizable chuck of tweets was also targeting other

political and non-political publics. Our findings show that more

than one-third of #Syriza_xeftiles tweets were combined with at

least one additional descriptive hashtag. Furthermore, mentions

of other Twitter accounts in #Syriza_xeftiles tweets proportionally

increased over the years and a similar trend was observed in the

TABLE 4 Frequencies and percentages of replies to target Twitter

accounts by target account category.

Account category No. of
replies to

Pct of total
replies

(n = 13.927)

Syriza 2.286 16.4

Other Greek political parties 1.961 14.1

Media and

journalists/commentators

1.743 12.5

case of the reply targeting tactic. The use of these two account-

based targeting tactics sharply increased just prior to the European

parliament election and the regional/municipal elections of May

2019. Evidence presented in this paper indicates that Twitter

users gradually learned how to weaponize the hashtag, reply, and

mention features of Twitter to target more and more regularly a

variety of publics and audiences on Greek Twitter with uncivil

political narratives. The primary targets were the politicians and

publics close to Syriza, and, to a lesser degree, politicians and

publics close to other political parties, non-political publics, and

issue-based publics. The weaponization of hashtag, reply, and

mention features of Twitter often involved the combination of

several political incivility dimensions, as these were identified by

Stryker et al. (2016, 2022), namely the dimension of the use of
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insulting utterances (utterance incivility), the use of deception

through hashjacking (Bode et al., 2015; Darius and Stephany,

2019, 2022) and the discursive dimension (discursive incivility),

which in effect constituted space violations, interruptions, and

discussion prevention.

Our findings indicate that in the case of mentions, it was

adopted a very selective targeting approach, as almost half of the

mentions in #Syriza_xeftiles tweets were made to just 100 Twitter

accounts. Most of them were accounts of the Syriza government

and party leaders or news media accounts openly supporting

Syriza. Furthermore, more than 16% of the total #Syriza_xeftiles

replies to other users were posted in conversations initiated by

Syriza-affiliated accounts. These findings indicate the motivation

to confront Syriza publics head-on with insulting language

within their own public spaces on Twitter. By intentionally

getting in the opponent’s face, the use of insults such as

calling Syriza, its leadership or supporters as #stupid, #fools, or

#chicken was not merely impolite but politically uncivil. This

is because such targeting practices violate the norm related to

the expectation in liberal democracies that the organization and

conduct of democratic political processes are free from outside

manipulation or disruption and therefore parties, politicians, and

their supporters can engage in public partisan political activities

without being exposed to intimidation and disruptions from

people who hold different political views. The uncivil use of

organic tactics to attack political parties and politicians by tagging

their names and replying to their conversations can also have

far wider implications on affective polarization and ultimately

on democratic processes. One reason is that members of the

publics of the targeted parties and politicians may develop the

perception that literary everyone who happens to share common

political views with Twitter users who use such tactics holds

demeaning views about their in-group. Meta-perceptions, i.e., how

we think the out-group perceives our in-group, may become

extremely exaggerated when the timelines and conversations of

the politicians and parties are flooded by uncivil messages mostly

from anonymous out-group trolls and individuals who hold

extreme views. Such meta-perceptions may play an important

role in driving affective polarization (Moore-Berg et al., 2020a),

especially when they encourage in-group members who are

conflict-approaching (Sydnor, 2019b) to seek retaliation and

choose to confront their opponent head-on using the same uncivil

targeting tactics.

The violation of the expectation in liberal democracies that

the organization and conduct of democratic political processes

are free from outside manipulation or disruption can have grave

consequences for democratic processes not only at the broader level

of party competition but also on the level of political participation

and engagement of individual citizens and politicians in social

media. Prior studies suggest that the manipulation of targeting

tactics (tagging and reply features) to attack politicians may

affect primarily women politicians (e.g., Ward and McLoughlin,

2020), and especially multiply-marginalized women politicians

(Kuperberg, 2021). These findings suggest that uncivil targeting

tactics make it much more challenging for women politicians

to engage in online political activities as compared to men.

Furthermore, anecdotal as well as systematic evidence suggests

that some politicians choose to close down their social media

accounts as a result of abuse, limit their presence in social media

by self-censoring themselves, and by avoiding interacting with

other users, or even choose to stand down as MPs (e.g., see

Gorrell et al., 2020; Ward and McLoughlin, 2020; Erikson et al.,

2021).

Organic targeting tactics’ disruptive capacity may have a

negative impact not only on out-group parties, politicians, and

publics who are targets of uncivil attacks, but also on in-group

parties, politicians, and publics. Our findings show that among the

#Syriza_xeftiles tweets that were posted as replies to conversations

initiated by other users, more than 14% belonged to prominent

politicians of other political parties in Greece. As a result, many

opposition politicians and their followers were unintentionally

exposed to insulting messages about Syriza. Moderate politicians

from other parties who prefer the exchange of political arguments

in a respectful way toward political opponents, are therefore also

victims of such uncivil targeting tactics and may find themselves

under increasing pressure. As it was shown, the language that

portrayed Syriza as a political adversary which is unfit to govern

Greece gradually gave its place to language that portrayed Syriza

as an enemy of the nation and of democracy that has to be

eradicated. It was further shown that #Syriza_xeftiles tweets not

only became more frequent over time but also more widely

engaging, shared, and endorsed. The way in-group politicians,

in their own Twitter conversations, respond to such increasingly

extreme comments made by in-group partisans against their

political opponents may have serious consequences. Research

has shown that exposure to uncivil behavior by like-minded

individuals without any admonishments for that behavior may

lead to further adoption of uncivil behavior (Gervais, 2015). It

is thus possible that democratic parties and in-group politicians

that do not openly condemn the use of impolite or uncivil

language against political out-groups and isolate those who do

use it will see an increase in such behavior in their own social

media conversations by in-group partisans. To address political

incivility on Twitter and mitigate the effects of uncivil use of

organic targeting tactics, the onus is not solely on Twitter rules

and algorithms that detect behavior that manipulates or disrupts

people’s experience on the platform. As previously stated, political

incivility on Twitter entails not only the use of specific words

or phrases, but also the use of organic targeting tactics. It is

critical that political parties, politicians, and the mainstream

media actively discourage the use of impolite or uncivil language

against political out-groups in their conversations and isolate those

who do.

From a wider perspective, the findings on the uncivil use

of organic targeting tactics on Twitter indicate a qualitatively

different kind of political incivility which it does not simply

aspire to establish a political public where incivility is the

norm but also to deliberately expose other political and non-

political publics to uncivil political narratives. The intention

is not just to normalize the use of uncivil language within a

public of like-minded users but also to make uncivil political

narratives a standard element of public discourse in any

political and non-political public in a given context, thus

undermining normative borders of political deliberation in
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potentially any Twitter public and Twitter conversation in

that context.

Because organic targeting tactics are so easy to use,

they can be weaponized by literary anyone who has the

motive and the time to spread uncivil political narratives in

targeted publics. Our study showed that over the years the

#Syriza_xeftiles twitters became very skilled in using such

tactics together with combinations of uncivil and descriptive

hashtags which promoted not just isolated uncivil messages

but essentially uncivil narratives framing political opponents

and political issues. It is reasonable to assume that many

partisans not just in Greece but around the world have learned

how to exploit organic targeting tactics on Twitter and use

them regularly.

Based on such practices initially isolated and uncoordinated

acts of political activism may evolve into full-blown “grassroots”

uncivil campaigns which are taking place “under-the-radar”

of mainstream politics and media and can have a broader

effect on political publics and mainstream politics as they may

operate as “multipliers” of exaggerated and extreme political

narratives, “setters” of political agendas and “framers” of political

issues. Given that organic targeting tactics can be used in

many different ways, a line of further research could focus

on the empirical study of the extent to which such practices

may promote not only polarizing political discourses but also

facilitate political deliberation between members of different

political publics in various national contexts and on different

political issues.

A basic limitation of this study is that it was based on a dataset

of tweets that all included the “Syriza_xeftiles” hashtag. While

this allowed for in-depth exploration of organic targeting tactics

used against a single party in just one country, a dataset which

would include stigmatizing tweets against a wide variety of political

parties not just in Greece would offer the opportunity to explore

more comprehensively the use organic targeting tactics of political

incivility on Twitter.
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