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1 What Is the Symbolic?

To say that the symbolic is an important dimension of politics is uncontroversial

for many historians and anthropologists. They write about the ways in which

power is staged in ceremonies and rituals, so as to appear self-evident, natural,

or good whilst dissent is discouraged. They analyse how stories, images,

objects, music, and gestures are strategically used to impress the public and to

involve it in supporting order. For instance, Kantorowicz explains how concep-

tions of the King’s ‘two bodies’ were used to smooth the transition after the

death of a French monarch, the physical corpse of the deceased separating from

the body politic of France, which would be passed on to his proclaimed

successor (Kantorowicz, 2016). In a very different context but in a very similar

way, Balandier writes about the staging of political power in traditional African

kingdoms (Balandier, 2006). Ethnographic and historical accounts, photo-

graphs, and paintings depict the impressive spectacles of coronation ceremonies

or of royal courts, where the powerful receive marks of honour and respect, and

where sometimes decisions are taken. These representations (both as lived

events or as depictions of them) present the actors in action and define their

public, whether it is pictured or implicit, the audience being constituted by the

readers, viewers, or listeners.

Let’s imagine a scene, a council in which the main character is sitting (whilst

the others are standing), wearing a peculiar cloak, speaking, surrounded by

others. We would recognise her a leader taking a decision awaited by a public.

The meaning of the scene can be deciphered by the audience. What the central

character holds, and what and who surround her reveal where her authority

emanates from; the crowd assembled represents the people upon whom she

exercises power. Every detail carries meanings. All these are symbols, and

symbols, anthropologists argue, are essential to human communication.

Douglas goes further when she writes that ‘it is impossible to have social

relations without symbolic acts’ (Douglas, 2002, 62). In this section, we define

symbols and the symbolic and show how taking it into account sharpens howwe

can make sense of power, politics, and policy in contemporary societies.

1.1 What Are Symbols?

Symbols include a wide range of ‘things’ (Y) that a social actor or group of

actors (A) uses to conveymeanings (X) to another social actor or group of actors

(B). This is possible because the meanings X that A and B ascribe to Y are co-

constructed through agreements and disagreements (Wodak, 2009: 11). They

are not an essential property of Y, but they are known by A and B and this

knowledge is socially transmitted (through socialisation or education). By

1Symbolic Policy

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.191.233.74, on 25 Dec 2024 at 07:38:58, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
https://www.cambridge.org/core


contrast, private symbols such as in dreams cannot be understood by others. Y is

used in social interactions, and sometimes in everyday life as well, and there are

moments when the use of Y evokes X for A and for B. This is particularly the

case in social practices – ways of doing things that are socially transmitted and

that structure social lives everywhere and every day. In these moments, recog-

nising Y as a symbol is like an epiphany (Durand, 2003: 13) that marks

connection with those who share such an understanding. Many other onlookers

are oblivious to the messages that A and B understand thanks to Y. Symbols thus

create boundaries in social time and space, boundaries that define communities

of individuals – ‘Not to know them is not to belong’ (Hunter, 1974: 67) – who

believe they share something, be it religion, cultural practices, abstract values or

even the imagination of shared experiences (Anderson, 1991). However, sym-

bols can also be missed, or misinterpreted: indeed, A may use Y to convey X to

B, but B may for reasons of her own fail to read (or ‘decode’) it appropriately,

whilst C, on the contrary, recognises it as a symbol but, unanticipated or hoped

by A, she interprets it as Z.

The meanings X that A seeks to associate to Y belong to the realm of ideas

and imagination: they are abstractions and concepts, some of which would be

difficult to fully define (Godelier, 2015), such as state or nation. Because there

is often more than one meaning attached to Y, its use in any given context is

ambivalent and sometimes it is plural (polysemic). For instance, the colour red

is, for obvious reason, often associated with blood. Henceforth, it has also come

to be associated with life, strength, joy, power, force or, in a rather different vein

(no pun intended!), with menstruation, wounds, impurity, violence, death, or

revolution (amongst other things). Is the red robe worn by a character referring

to her power, to joy or death or to her gender? Or does it evoke several of these

meanings simultaneously? Thus, while symbols are convenient ways of com-

municating mental images, their meanings are often ambiguous, plural, and

complex (Turner, 1970: 27). They require an interpretation, which is contextual

and often influenced by the presence of other symbols (Deflem, 1991). These

qualities make symbols creative resources for artists. Symbolism, in art or in

politics, refers to the deliberate and systematic use of symbols with the intention

of communicating a message.

Thus, symbols are ‘evocative devices’ (Turner, 1969: 42): they guide percep-

tions and understandings; they evoke ideas. As such, they are resources for

power and power struggles, and are thus intrinsically political. They present

a ‘reality’ that appears as self-evident, and behaviours that are appropriate to the

circumstances. Furthermore, symbols articulate the realm of the imaginary

(abstractions) with emotions connected with the socialisation into their mean-

ings: they touch and move those who recognise them (Turner, 1970); they carry

2 Public Policy
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evaluative judgment and emotional attachments (Göhler, 2013: 104). They

combine two dimensions that may greatly influence the audience: a cognitive

content on the one hand (expression of ideas that cannot be easily spelt out) and

a physical or embodied register on the other hand, that stimulates emotions (like

empathy, fear, or anger) and entices the public to act or react (Turner, 1970). As

a consequence, symbols are often seen as prescriptive and generally as restrict-

ing critical inquiry or the expression of dissent. Finally, symbols are rarely used

on their own but combined, such as in rituals. This can facilitate the interpret-

ation of the meanings they are carrying. Now that we understand better what

symbols are and how they convey messages, notably messages about power and

the social order, we turn to contexts more familiar to us – contemporary liberal

representative political systems, and we refer to ‘the symbolic’ as symbols and

their meanings taken together.

1.2 Thinking with the Symbolic

Many people may consider that the symbolic plays an important role in the

politics of traditional societies but still dismiss it as irrelevant to understand

today’s world because they associate it with magic or with religion. There are

several reasons for this. First, contemporary societies of the Global North think

of themselves as rational and modern and reject what philosophers of the

Enlightenment deemed superstitions and obscurantism. The world we live in

may thus appear as ‘disenchanted’ and secular, material and knowable through

analytic and scientific enquiry. For people suspicious of religious beliefs, which

Marx famously described as the ‘opium of the masses’, the symbolic is seen as

something used to manipulate people – to lure them into acting against their best

interest. Second, democratic governments hold their power thanks to legal

rational procedures and the freely expressed electoral choices of citizens. The

dominant argument is that there is no need for coded messages to lull people

into submission. Third, the idea that there are fundamental differences between

‘our’ societies and ‘others’ is constitutive of much social scientific enquiry,

including anthropology. Fourth, social and political scientists often embrace an

approach that considers social facts as objective, objectifiable, and quantifiable.

In so doing, they have invariably focused on eliciting causality links between

them. Symbols are not easy to integrate into such approaches: the meanings they

convey are context dependent and, as the effects they produce are about how

messages affect the ways in which audiences understand and respond to them,

they are difficult to assess or demonstrate. As many social scientists are

uncomfortable about analysing this aspect of policies and of politics (Kertzer,

1989: 7–8), they have ignored the symbolic.

3Symbolic Policy
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Yet, following in the path of Berger and Luckman, social constructivists

argue that the symbolic is an integral dimension of all social life: the world we

wake up in everyday is meaningful because of the collective representations we

acquire during our lives, through socialisation and through social interactions

(Luckmann and Berger, 1991). A few political scientists consider that ‘there can

be no politics without symbols’ (Kertzer, 1989: 181), and thus are particularly

interested in political rituals (Lukes, 1975; Abélès, 1992; Faucher, 2025). Some

have even turned their gaze to mainstream political institutions, like the British

House of Lords (Crewe, 2005), political parties (Faucher-King, 2005) or the

parliament (Rai, 2010), to consider them in such a way. Moreover, political

theorists are now paying growing attention to the connections between political

claims, performance, and the political imaginary (Saward, 2010; Disch, Sande,

and Urbinati, 2020; Rai et al., 2021). They also bring to the fore the multiple

understandings associated to central notions – like the one of ‘representation’ –

and the challenges of translating them (Diehl, Hayat, and Sintomer, 2014).

Thus, although they remain a minority, contemporary authors in the social

and political sciences question the social categories that structure and guide

our thinking, and the symbols associated to them. Indeed, ‘how can we possibly

think of ourselves in society except by using the classifications established by

our institutions?’ (Douglas, 1986: 99). What should be clear now is that the

symbolic is always involved in politics because symbols are inherent to com-

munication within a social group, and therefore contribute to map social reality

and power relationships within it.

1.3 The Symbolic as a Tool of Communication

Research on frames (Benford and Snow, 2000) has shown how social move-

ments, the media and political actors shape perceptions and understandings

(Hay, 1996). Thus, although political cultures are often assumed to prevent or

slow down change, the social categories with which we think are not fixed.

Migrants were for instance ‘guest workers’ in post WW2 Europe, but they are

now often seen as economic, political, or cultural threats: access to social

rights is restricted to specific groups and asylums claimants are detained in

camps or on boats while their files are examined. As a new frame becomes

accepted and established, it contributes to creating the realities to which it

applies, because people conform to them and therefore behave differently

(Becker, 1997; Hacking, 2000). Symbols play a role in framing activities

because they participate to the creation of concepts and the naturalisation of

modes of thinking in discourse. As such, they contribute to shift perceptions

and conceptions, such as the boundaries of social groups. For instance, the

4 Public Policy
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New Labour governments of Tony Blair, in Great Britain, relentlessly promoted

the notion of the citizen-consumer, which infused their policies and contributed

to change how British citizens understood their role in the polity and how they

related to policy (Faucher-King and Le Galès, 2010). This influence of symbols

on perceptions can also be more implicit, through staging and performance

(Wodak, 2009: 31). One can think for instance of the turning point created by

German Chancellor Willy Brandt kneeling when paying homage to victims of

WW2 in Poland in December 1970: the event was a routine ceremony but the

performance, which appeared as an unplanned gesture, transformed German

identity and collective memory as it challenged the narrative of a country

victimised by Hitler. The apparent spontaneity and the absence of a speech

were important in creating the social reality of an acceptance by the federal

government of responsibility and collective guilt (Rauer, 2006). In this case, the

categories with which Germans could think about their collective past shifted

because the performance conveyedmessages that were commented in the media

and received by the public. National narratives associating modern France and

technology facilitated transitions towards a ‘greener’ society (Bess, 2003;

Malone et al., 2017) whilst a discourse of accountability and transparency,

associated with public choice ideas contributed to the emergence of an ‘audit

culture’ affecting social and political trust (Strathern, 2000; Hay, 2007).

Although less obviously, numbers and statistics are also often used in contem-

porary politics to construct evaluative judgements, associated with benchmarks

and goals, such as concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. CO2

emissions graphs and the thresholds identified by scientists as climate tipping

points ‘make as real’ trends that publics can understand as incoming and

potentially apocalyptic climate change requiring urgent political action.

These examples show that public policies include a communicative dimen-

sion that involves mobilising social categories that shift or shape collective

representations. It is a resource for institutions and collective actors as well as

for politicians, whether they are addressing their audience as groups or as

individuals. Let us unpack this further: the symbolic is a means to communicate

with or within a social group, whose members can understand what is referred

to. It makes parsimonious communication easier because ideas can be expressed

simply and quickly. For instance, pictures of theWhite House prompt American

audiences to think of the office, the officeholder, and the institution of the

Presidency (Druckman and Jacobs, 2015). The symbolic contributes to modes

of thinking about politics that are intuitive rather than deliberative, and as a

consequence faster and possibly politically expedient, but uninformed (Stoker,

Hay, and Barr, 2016).

5Symbolic Policy
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Yet, the symbolic is not a straightforward tool for communication between

a communicator and her audiences. Symbols convey implicit, elliptical, and

ambiguous messages that are interpreted by those who receive them – and

liable to be misinterpreted. Using a symbol inappropriately may have conse-

quences: when a tourist wears an orange scarf on the street of Glasgow, her

choice of clothing may be interpreted as an overt assertion of her religious

(protestant) affiliation. A Celtic Football Club fan may take this as the

provocation of a Ranger FC supporter, exciting her anger against the nemesis

of her favourite team and forget in the forceful expression of her sporting

passion that it may also signify personal taste, an homage to Buddha’s

enlightenment or a reference to the 2014 Ukrainian revolution. Because

symbols are context dependent, the mistake may not happen if the situation

is contextualised by our hypothetical Celtic fan: the Dalai Lama, or the Dutch

football team, is visiting the city. The ambiguities of symbols can also be

strategically used. Let’s imagine a politician wearing or uttering something

that is likely to be interpreted as an invitation to violence or hatred by a social

group but is devoid of any such meaning for others. If criticised, the politician

in question can claim ignorance of the norms, claim innocence, and argue that

her behaviour has been misinterpreted.

We have seen in this section that symbols are ever present in contemporary

politics even if they have been neglected or dismissed by social scientists; that

they are important means of communication between an actor and her audience ;

that, to be felicitous, such communication requires that both share an under-

standing of the implicit as well as of the explicit meanings conveyed; that the

use of symbols triggers emotions and reactions at the individual or the collective

level; that there are many opportunities for such communication to go wrong

because the meanings of a given symbol need to be interpreted by the audience

and there is an inherent interpretive ambiguity in a symbol – it can symbolise

different things and be associated differently; that it is not quite enough for actor

and audience to share the knowledge about the symbol and its meanings.

A sickle and a hammer appearing together may invoke little more than manual

work for many observers most of the time. But at other times, or to others,

particularly if they form a cross or if they are associated with the colour red, it is

a reference to the Soviet Union. Read as such, the symbol is likely to stir

evaluations and emotions, which can be contradictory: nostalgia or pride,

hopes in a communist future or oppression, equality, or the opposite of freedom,

good or evil. If so, it can also trigger different reactions, such as a call to arms to

defend the country or the ideals of international solidarity between working

classes, on either side of the Cold War front and in countries that have been

within the sphere of influence of the USSR. Finally, it is quite possible that the

6 Public Policy
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meanings associated to the symbols used by A are, most of the time, not

deciphered by the majority of lay audiences or are only partially understood.

They may require an explanation that is nowadays likely to be provided by

commentators, journalists, etc.

In this Element, we talk about the symbolic more than symbols per se because

we refer to the vast array of objects, words or phrases, images, gestures, etc. that

are deployed (deliberately or more inadvertently) politically and we want to

avoid a restrictive understanding, which would limit symbols to the most

obvious ones, from flags to buildings. We contend that we need to include

myths, narratives, cultural practices and so forth, which also carry meanings

that are intentionally included by social actors and are usually adequately

interpreted by their audience. For instance, Indian Prime Minister Modi care-

fully adapts his wardrobe to specific public occasions, always wearing

a traditional Indian, sometimes regional, attire and carefully chosen colours;

Macron invited Putin to Versailles and Trump to the Eiffel Tower. We also want

to highlight the combinations of symbols, such as in rituals, and how it helps the

audience interpret meanings.

We talk about symbolic policy because every policy has a symbolic dimen-

sion and because we emphasise how policy makers work to shape the

perceptions of their audiences and frame the interpretations of their actions,

using the symbolic to convey meanings that are both cognitive and emotional.

Section 2 argues that the symbolic has been neglected in public policy

analysis and makes the case for taking it seriously. Section 3 shows that it

is embedded in the claims to legitimacy that are made by political authorities,

whether they invoke their roles as representatives, the process of policy-

making or the outcome of their actions. We then take ‘crisis’ as a magnifying

glass to analyse how the symbolic plays a part in reassuring the population

(Section 4) and nurturing feelings of belonging and solidarity (Section 5).

While we use many examples from widely different contexts, we also use our

own research on responses to terrorist attacks in Paris in 2015 and to the

beginning of the pandemic in 2020 in four European countries (France, Italy,

Germany and the United Kingdom). These two cases are a leitmotiv through

the Element. The two following sections analyse what can affect symbolic

work and policy: Section 6 addresses the question of time and timing whereas

Section 7 makes the case for the existence of national repertoires of symbolic

actions and the agency of leaders in the selection of symbolic policy instru-

ments. In Section 8, we explore the ways in which the effects of the symbolic

in policy can be assessed. Lastly, Section 9 summarises the argument of the

Element and its contribution to the literature on public policy and our

understanding of contemporary politics.

7Symbolic Policy
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2 The Symbolic: An Overlooked Dimension of Policy

Three days after the terrorist attacks that struck Paris on 13 November 2015, the

French President addressed the two houses of Parliament gathered in Versailles.

He announced his intention to change the Constitution to allow the withdrawal

of French citizenship from dual nationals convicted of terrorist offences. Such

a measure was quickly criticised as ‘symbolic’. As noted by the French Council

of State in its December 2015 published position, removing citizenship would

have ‘limited practical relevance’. The public debate asked indeed how terror-

ists could be dissuaded from acting when even death does not stop them.

Furthermore, from the Government’s perspective, the measure changed little

since, although not enshrined in the Constitution, the practice of the withdrawal

of French citizenship was already legal. So, the policy, which was perceived as

having few practical implications, was ‘symbolic’ in the common-sense

understanding.

Nevertheless, as seen in Section 1, ‘symbolic’ also refers to the power of

symbols, and the proposed reform, by catering to several distinct audiences,

illustrates this perfectly: it was a concession to the Opposition designed to

bolster wavering political unity in the face of the second major attack within

a year; it was also a message addressed to the entire population, whose cohesion

needed to be reinforced. Repeated surveys conducted during the year had shown

high rates of approval for this hypothetical policy. Public support for the

measure was interpreted at the Élysée as an indication that the population

considered that individuals who attack the country do not deserve to be

French – since they have de facto already excluded themselves from the national

community: ‘we are in a logic of deciding who is included in the Republic and

who no longer belongs (. . .). The Republic itself defines the shape and the limits

of our Nation’ (interview May 2016).

Public policies impact more than just the material world: they are symbolic

because they shape cognitions, values, emotions, and beliefs. This analytic shift

is at the core of this Element. Indeed, despite the assertion that policymaking

involves the manipulation of symbols (Laswell, 2011), and although the found-

ing fathers of the discipline recognised the importance of rhetoric, and of what

governments say alongside what they do (Dye, 1987; Laswell, 2011), ‘the study

of policy has, for the greater part of its history, been neglectful of this absolutely

crucial aspect of public policy’ (Parsons, 1995: 178). Besides, for a long time,

most policy science textbooks did not address the topic or presented it in

a reductionist way: symbolic policies are policies that fail to solve problems,

they are acts of political manipulation (Goodin, 1980). This section provides

a survey of the public policy literature and identifies two explanations for this
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paradox – a problematic focus on the question and a misconception of what the

symbolic is – before presenting our choice to focus on extraordinary times to

bring back the symbolic into the analysis of policy process.

2.1 A Problematic Focus

First, the focus of policy analysis contributed to a blurred vision. From its

inception in the 1950s, it has been characterised by a positivist bias. Initially

conceived as both a science of public action and a science for public action

(Lerner and Laswell, 1951), it aimed to generate knowledge to guide decision-

making, rationalise the actions of public authorities, and ultimately resolve

concrete problems in the name of (social) progress. Such a posture explains

why ‘analysts have largely been preoccupied with policy rationality rather than

policy talk and rhetoric or “words”’ (Parsons, 1995: 178). Thus, while anthro-

pologists scrutinised every facet of ‘power on stage’ (Balandier, 2006), policy

analysts systematically overlooked the symbolic. Of course, over time, the

analysis of the policy process has shifted from its initial posture as various

approaches emerged to overcome its limitations, broadening the conception of

public policy to encompass not only the tangible content (such as the text of

a law, financial allocations, or the adoption of a specific instrument) but also the

speeches accompanying decisions, underlying ideas and values, and even non-

decisions (Bachrach and Baratz, 1963). Cognitive approaches, for instance,

direct attention to ideas, beliefs, values, knowledge, and perceptions shaping

policies (RFSP, 2000; Bevir and Rhodes, 2010; Surel, 2019), exemplified by

Peter Hall’s policy paradigm (Hall, 1993). They posit that a policy represents

‘the place where a given society builds its relationship to the world’ and ‘a

process through which a society elaborates representations to understand,

address, and act on the real world, as it is perceived’ (Muller, 2018: 51–52).

However, these authors don’t specifically consider the use of symbols and

seldom account for the diverse publics targeted by policies – an issue that

recognising the symbolic dimension of public policies arguably helps us to

address, as the symbolic is a realm of communication that suggests different

challenges of communicating with different audiences (Section 1).

Sometimes, the symbolic is taken into account, but without being explicitly

named or recognised for what it is. Consequently, its specificity is missed. This is

notably the case in the literature on what is called ‘policy feedback’, which

demonstrates that public policies have an impact on citizens’ political behaviours,

that they lead to the construction of a constituency that may create its own interest

groups and shape future public action. In short, it is argued that (some) policies do

contribute to shaping their public – not only their social representations but also
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their actions – as Schattschneider had announced in 1935 – ‘new policies create

new politics’ (Schattschneider, 1935: 288). More precisely, policies are said to

have two kinds of effects on citizens: a ‘resource’ effect and an ‘interpretative’

one (Dupuy and van Ingelgom, 2019). In the first case, policies contain, propose,

and decide how resources (money, time, rights, social benefits, etc.) are used and

distributed, how they create incentives (and costs) that influence citizens’ behav-

iours. The second effect is cognitive and refers to the capacity of a policy to

modify individual and collective representations. Indeed, policies articulate ideas

about the problem to solve, identify its cause and those responsible for the

situation, and propose solutions, which are presented as the right thing to do. At

each step, individuals’ perceptions, beliefs, identities, representations, or feelings

of belonging are susceptible to change. This is whatMettler showed with the case

of the GI Bill in the USA (Mettler, 2005): the bill not only gave former soldiers

the opportunity of a free education, but it also influenced their perceptions.

Grateful for the great opportunity they had been granted, many felt liable to the

community. This translated into higher levels of civic participation. One can

consider that the policy served as a symbol, which was interpreted by GIs as

a society’s gift to them. This second kind of effect, interpretative, is clearly

symbolic since it affects citizens’ social representations (how they make sense

of the world).

Yet, as the symbolic is neither named nor recognised in the literature on

policy feedback, it is misunderstood. Indeed, this strand of the literature usually

bypasses the intentions of policymakers. It overlooks how policies are presented

and justified, the choice of images, lexicon, and narratives. Similarly, it does not

consider the ambiguity of the messages that policies convey. We argue that to

understand the role played by the symbolic in public policies, one should not be

concerned solely with the resource or material effects theymay have on, and for,

citizens. Instead, one also needs to consider policies as a dialogue with citizens’

representations or perceptions. Through policies, policymakers talk to individ-

ual and collective representations: they draw from them, they try and maintain,

reinforce, or modify them. They do so because they mobilise the symbolic. It is

important to name it as such because failing to do so deprives the analyst of the

capacity to reflect on its specificities. Unnamed, it is invisible and impossible to

disentangle it from the context. Acknowledging its presence in public policies

means that it can be brought back into the analysis.

Finally, some scholars (like Rein, 1976; Roe, 1994; Yanow, 1996 and 2000)

challenged positivist research methods in policy analysis by developing an

interpretive approach (IPA) focusing on human subjectivity in a historical and

cultural context. While it does not constitute a unified school, these works

collectively assume that the policy process, to be properly understood, must
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be analysed through what it means for the actors involved (Bevir and Rhodes,

2003). In essence, ‘an interpretive approach to policy analysis (. . .) is one that

focuses on the meanings of policies, on the values, feelings, or beliefs they

express, and on the processes by which those meanings are communicated to

and ‘read’ by various audiences’ (Yanow, 2000: 14). Interpretive approaches

place the symbolic at the core of the analysis because they ‘explore not only

“what” specific policies mean but also “how” they mean’ (Yanow, 2000: 8). To

achieve this, they study the means and processes through which policy mean-

ings are communicated to different audiences. Generally, these meanings are

transmitted through artefacts, language, or acts.

We share some important premises with the IPA, such as the importance of

considering a policy in a broad way, recognising the power of the symbolic,

understanding its crucial dimension in policy process, and adopting a qualitative

methodological approach. Yet, our focus in this Element is different. We

introduce the idea that, some of the time at least, policy makers intentionally

use the symbolic. Moreover, our goal is not to understand the meanings of

a policy in different interpretive communities, but to analyse the use of the

symbolic by one of these communities, that of the decision-makers. We argue

that one should pay attention to their intentions when they have recourse to it, to

the choices they make, and to the messages they aim to convey through them.

Our research focus is the intentional inclusion of the symbolic in the policy

process for communication with citizens’ perceptions and representations; it is

not the policy as a symbol interpretated by various groups of actors (decision-

makers, stakeholders, administrative agents, and citizens).

The oversight of the symbolic in policy analysis can therefore be attributed to

a problem of focus that persisted over the years. Initially, there was a positivist

bias at the inception of the discipline, followed by a reluctance to consider the

audiences of policy and to explicitly name the symbolic in order to grasp its

specificity. Subsequently, there was an emphasis on the meanings of policy and

its symbolic dimension, rather than a direct focus on the symbolic itself and its

utilisation by decision-makers. Another factor contributing to the neglect of the

symbolic in policy analysis is the often narrow conceptualisation of the sym-

bolic, even among scholars who have delved specifically into symbolic policies.

2.2 Misconception and Myopia

The policy science literature commonly dichotomises the ‘symbolic’ andmater-

ial reality. Concrete actions are seen as having quantifiable and tangible effects,

while symbolic measures are deemed less substantive. Mazur, for example,

posits that ‘symbolic reform occurs when policies designed to address certain
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social problems fail to effectively solve those problems’ (Mazur, 1995: 2). She

categorises French policies on work equality adopted since 1958 on a spectrum

ranging from ‘highly symbolic’ policies (those largely without substantive

impact) to ‘material’ policies (Mazur, 1995). In this context, symbolic policies

are perceived as lacking ‘real’ output since they incur no administrative or

financial costs, do not influence the general allocation of resources, and do not

give rise to ‘constituencies’ or networks of actors ready to mobilise in their

support (Pierson, 1993). In essence, symbolic policies announce intentions but

do not translate them into action. They reside in the realm of discourses and can

be viewed as ‘flagging policies’ or ‘policies of display’ (Suarez, 2014).

Moreover, Edelman, usually regarded as the undisputed authority on sym-

bolic politics, insists on the strategic political uses of words, metaphors, and

images by political actors. He argues that, at times, the symbolic is viewed as the

solution itself – announcing that something will be done, or has been done, may

be just as crucial as actually addressing the problem. A compelling example can

be seen in the British Government’s declaration that Brexit was ‘done’ in

February 2020, a statement reiterated by Johnson upon leaving office in

July 2022. This idea is succinctly captured in the subtitle of Edelman’s

renowned book: ‘Political Languages. Words that succeed and policies that

fail’ (Edelman, 1977). However, despite being widely cited and influencing

many scholars (Yanow, 1996: 16), Edelman inadvertently contributed to con-

straining the analytical potential of the symbolic. To some extent, he framed

politics as a ‘spectacle’ (Debord, 1967; Edelman, 1988), where political leaders

use symbols to pacify citizens, maintain social order, and conceal inequalities

and injustices. Edelman argues that policies are powerful tools shaping expect-

ations, representations, and beliefs – ‘government constantly shapes and reflects

the myths by which the well-to-do and the aspirants to their roles live’

(Edelman, 2013: 56). Yet, he posits that political symbols are intentionally

wielded by leaders to manipulate public perceptions, obscuring the reality of

social relations.1 Paradoxically, although Edelman opposed academic perspec-

tives grounded in assumptions of actors’ instrumental rationality, he portrays

political leaders as driven by self-interest and conspiring to influence the

perceptions and beliefs of their followers.

These two approaches underscore a crucial and intriguing aspect of the

symbolic dimension of political agency: its capacity to shape the perceptions

and representations of members within a social group. However, both

approaches adopt a negative, restrictive, and cynical perspective on the nature

1 The literature on semiotics in public policies also argues that narratives, rhetoric and the symbolic
are used for many ends, particularly hiding interests and promising goals that are unlikely to be
met (Atkinson, 2019).

12 Public Policy

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.191.233.74, on 25 Dec 2024 at 07:38:58, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
https://www.cambridge.org/core


of the symbolic. In contrast, our argument is that words and actions are both

important. We contend that the use of symbols does not inherently involve

malevolent manipulation of the public, and that efficiency and symbolisation

can complement each other. Indeed, there are public policies that not only

address problems but also concurrently transform people’s perceptions and

representations. A noteworthy example of this accomplishment is evident in

European welfare states after World War II: not only did they reduce mortality

rates, but they also fostered values of social equality and solidarity within their

populations (Permoser, 2012).

Lastly, the myopia hindering policy sciences from thoroughly considering the

symbolic dimension is compounded by another limitation: the failure to recognise

and engage with research fields, beyond the analysis of the policy process, that

take the symbolic seriously. One notable example is the branch of research in

democratic theory that endeavours to incorporate the symbolic and the imaginary

into both theoretical and empirical analyses (Diehl, 2015) and advances the

concept of symbolic representation. While the research topic differs, there are

shared foundational principles with this approach. We believe, for instance, that

studying the performativity of leaders and the many ways in which they use their

bodies on stage is crucial as they unveil the political imaginary (the collectively

shared representations of a specific role or institution) and can effectively convey

messages to the audience – the citizens. Additionally, considering collective ideas

and symbolic practices is vital for filling the research gap in policy analysis

(rather than democratic theory) and establishing a foundation for investigating the

symbolic dimension in policies. Consequently, we advocate for an enhanced

dialogue with this body of literature, particularly to gain deeper insights into

the role of the symbolic in the legitimisation processes of the political order and

the policy process (see Section 3).

2.3 A Focus on Extraordinary Times

The symbolic dimension can be perceived as present in every policy, but we

contend that it is most evident during times of crisis. A crisis, by definition, is

a moment in which the established order is suspended, posing a threat to social

stability, and challenging the legitimacy of those in authority. We take crises

here as focusing events, in part because the upheaval necessitates decisive

intervention and possibly more symbolic work than usual. Consequently, they

provide us with an opportunity to showcase and better comprehend how

symbols operate within policies (Hay, 1996).

In times of crises, there is a tendency for the population to turn to its leadership,

whose performance becomes a focal point. While the leader is a symbol herself
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(of the nation, the state, the regime, and the collective in general), there are

additional expectations regarding her ability to demonstrate authority, decisive-

ness, and to guide the collective effort toward resolving the emergency situation.

The symbolic becomes particularly valuable because it allows for the communi-

cation of succinct messages that condense meanings and articulate various

linguistic and imaginative registers that are instantly recognisable by the audience

(Section 1). Firstly, the disruption of the taken-for-granted constricts the capacity

to develop too explicit and long explanations and justifications, which are likely

to be more contested and debated. Secondly, information tends to be scarce and

unreliable in situations of emergency and, as social actors face a lack of informa-

tion, they are likely to turn to authorities as authoritative sources. This situation

offers political leaders an advantage in articulating an interpretative frame – with

strong images, simple concepts, historical references, etc. – before other groups,

including the Opposition, propose theirs. Although individuals and social groups

may interpret critical moments differently, the public’s perception of events can

therefore be influenced – even if digital technologies have eroded this slight time

advantage (Rosa, 2020).

In this section, we argued that, to a large extent, analysists of public policy

have tended to overlook the symbolic. Such myopia has led scholars to miss

important aspects of policy and policymaking, such as the efforts of policy-

makers to influence the perceptions and understandings of their audiences. In

what follows, we analyse core tasks of crisis leadership, and more precisely the

use of the symbolic to respond to crises. Drawing examples from our own

research, we show how the symbolic shapes or attempts to shape collective

representations, in order to legitimise the leaders in charge and their decisions,

reassure the population and (re)create or maintain unity within the population.

3 The Symbolic and Legitimacy

All governments are confronted with the necessity of justifying their position

and their decisions to those in whose name they govern. It is commonplace to

say that the use of force is one of the characteristics of political power but, in

practice, it is never sufficient to sustain it in the long term. Indeed, the legitim-

acy of governments is never better expressed than when the fist is in a velvet

glove, that is when consent is granted without fear and without the use of force

and based on both belief in the legitimacy of the political system and trust

(Easton, 1975: 447). However, whether compliance is linked to habit, the

absence of resistance or to support, it cannot be taken for granted: the order of

things is constantly confronted with contingencies, and the legitimacy of gov-

ernments is both subjective and fragile, susceptible to challenges as well as to
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doubts. Thus, governing elites must continuously assert the goodness of the

social order, emphasising its role in providing the desired conditions of peace

and prosperity. They also must secure legitimacy for themselves and their

decisions, tirelessly working to demonstrate their trustworthiness and their

capacity to maintain this order.

Our aim in this section is not to delve into political legitimacy per se, but

rather to comprehend how political elites legitimise themselves and their deci-

sions through the policy process. We argue that they do so in ways that are

highly symbolic (deploying symbols), particularly in times of emergency, when

citizens may have good reasons to believe that those in charge are neither in

control, nor living up to expectations, and suspect that they are trying to mask

their failures or their incompetence. Then, the political elites need to convin-

cingly perform the role of an effective and responsible government, and this is

particularly important for democratic governments, who also strive to demon-

strate that they are transparent and accountable. They deploy many symbolic

strategies to fulfil these ends.

3.1 Playing the Game

In line with works on representation in political theory (Diehl, Sintomer, and

Hayat, 2014), we contend that a leader symbolically constructs both her legit-

imacy and that of her decisions, as she, in herself, is a symbol (e.g. King Charles

III stands for the Crown, for the country, for the parliamentary monarchy). As

the representative of the state, or of a democratic government, she may expect

that her actions and words be thought more credible and notable because of her

status. Embodying a political function, an institution, and the associated ideals,

virtues, and values, the leader stands for something greater than herself when

she speaks. In contemporary France, the President of the Republic is often

referred to as the ‘PR’ by governmental teams. Interestingly, the acronym/

nickname phonetically resembles ‘père’ (father), and this linguistic connection

is neither insignificant, nor surprising: the metaphor of nation as family and of

government as parent is well known (Lakoff, 2002). Moreover, in times of

crisis, leaders often take on the role of the ‘father of the Nation’, as President

Hollande did in 2015, listening to French people and providing reassurance

(Boussaguet and Faucher, 2018: 101).

This last example prompts consideration of the notion that merely assuming

a role may not suffice; a leader must also execute and perform it effectively

(Hay, 2009). Like theatre, where diverse registers (tragic, comic, dramatic, etc.)

coexist to guide acting, everyday life (Goffman, 1990) and the political scene

are governed by codes and rules influencing individuals’ behaviours. As Diehl
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explains (2015: chapter 4), the performativity of the body (staging, gestures,

images, etc.) is pivotal in representing an office. Thus, in each society there exist

staging codes, that encompass verbal communication, body language, postures,

clothing, facial expressions and even voices, and a leader must respect them and

fulfil her role, incorporating body-performative elements, to be perceived as

fully legitimate (Rai, 2015). For instance, a president must behave as one and

abide by the unwritten codes aligned with audience expectations, along with the

rituals and protocol defining the role, all of which carry high symbolic signifi-

cance (Seligman et al., 2008). Interestingly, successful performances often go

unnoticed and are perceived as ‘normal’ (Diehl, 2015: chapter 5), as seen in

Angela Merkel’s sober delivery of her pandemic speech in 2020. Conversely,

violations of staging codes and the disregard for symbolic traditions associated

with the role can lead to the discrediting of the political leader. When Alex

Stubb was the Finnish Prime Minister for instance, critics ‘panned his informal-

ity as not serious – objecting to, among other things, the fact that he occasionally

wore shorts’.2

Arguing that a leader legitimises herself and her decisions by playing the

game, respecting codes, and acting in accordance with the occupied function

and chosen role involves recognising the presence of an audience. This acknow-

ledgement underscores the interaction between the leader and the audience as

foundational to legitimacy. This premise aligns with a growing body of litera-

ture in political theory that, over the past decades, has fruitfully discussed the

concept of representation by drawing attention to the fact that it is best under-

stood as a claim (Saward, 2010; Diehl, Sintomer, and Hayat, 2014; Rai et al.,

2021). The argument is that political actors claim to an audience that they are

representatives of (some or all of) the people, or that they are acting on behalf, or

in the interest, of those they represent, and that they are authorised to do so and

accountable for it. The performance of the claim constructs simultaneously the

representative and the represented, and it does so by raising the saliency of some

traits, or others, according to contexts. For instance, whom does an MP for

Cardiff represent? Is it the people who voted for her, those who will vote for her

next time, the residents, British citizens, those with a voice, or even those

without, such as the too-young-to-vote or migrants? The MP can claim to

represent each category at different times and to different audiences. It is the

response of the audience that gives any efficacy to what she claims, and the

audience varies (if she is thanking her voters, if she is doing her maiden speech

in the House of Commons, if she is addressing the party conference, or if she is

2 Duxbury, C. (2024). ‘Alexander Stubb quit politics. Now he’s favorite for Finnish president’.
Politico, 23/01/2024, www.politico.eu/article/finland-alexander-stubb-quit-politics-now-favor
ite-for-finnish-president-elections-haavisto/.
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invited on a radio show). The absence of denial can be interpreted as acceptance

of the claim. It also can be seen as a recognition of the claim-maker’s legitimacy.

Following this line of reasoning, we posit that, beyond the representative

claim, which, if accepted, establishes the legitimacy of political leaders, they

regularly engage in the performance of ‘legitimacy claims’. These claims are

integral to making their decisions acceptable and securing compliance from

citizens. The strategies employed in articulating these claims leverage the

‘imaginary’ of the audience, drawing upon repertoires of narratives, myths,

metaphors, and semantic and aesthetic information (Edelman, 1977: 34). In

essence, they rely heavily on the symbolic. The following parts of this section

examine various strategies pertaining to ‘legitimacy claims’.

3.2 Legitimacy Claims Based on the Will of the People

As an extension of Scharpf’s work on input legitimation (Scharpf, 1999), we

initially explore legitimacy claims based on the demos (will of the people), where

decisions are framed as legitimate because they are made on behalf of the people.

Two distinct claims emerge in this context. The first, occurring upstream of the

policy process, centres on the designation of leaders: the legitimacy of their

decisions originates from their election by the citizens. In representative regimes,

legitimacy is intricately tied to attentiveness to the demos – its participation and its

consent. In this sense, elections transcend being mere competitions between

candidates, and the counting of votes goes beyond a pragmatic and mathematical

task of sorting results: its ritualisation is a means to make the selection of rulers

‘special’ (in contrast with everyday practices) (Faucher and Hay, 2015). Voters,

candidates, and electoral officers assume roles and follow scripts, which are

repeated alike at every election, in buildings that are temporarily ‘consecrated’

as polling stations. They perform their part in public and contribute to maintain the

impression that something important is happening. Rituals create a subjunctive

world, a ‘world-as-if’, in which everybody appears to agree with the definition of

the situation produced by participants (Seligman et al., 2008). It is for instance

expected that losers and their supporters will recognise the individual or party

deemed to have garnered the most votes as the legitimate government.

The second claimmaterialises once leaders are elected: governments propose

policies that seem aligned with public preferences. More and more often indeed,

political parties present their programs as responses to voters’ expectations.

Once elected, they argue that they received a mandate to implement their

manifesto promises or they seek to convince voters that their voices are heard.

Deliberation is thus essential to representative government: parliamentary

debates, as well as many meetings are convened, so that issues are publicly
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discussed (Kertzer, 1989: 42; Cohen, 1974: 53). This contributes to creating the

impression that opposing views have been expressed, whether dissenting voices

are heard or not. In fact, when parliamentary majorities are strong, or when rules

allow (such as article 49.3 of the French constitution), debates may be seen as

redundant by the majority, eager to speed up the adoption of legislation. Yet,

deliberation is a means to confer legitimacy to the process through which

policies are formulated and, if bypassed out of expediency, it can become

a symbol of the majority’s disregard for democracy. As electoral turnout

declines, the claims to legitimacy that could be based on electoral support

alone are undermined because parliamentary majorities produced by nonpro-

portional electoral systems may derive from a smaller proportion of the elector-

ate. Concerns for accusations of democratic deficits contribute to a flurry of

innovations designed to rejuvenate institutions and practices, like citizens’

conferences, participative budget, citizens’ initiatives, ballots, and consultations

or other events labelled as ‘direct democracy’ (Michels, 2011; Boussaguet, 2016;

Mansbridge et al., 2022).

Another strategy employed for this type of legitimacy claim involves using

extensive public opinion research to tailor political messages to the targeted

audience. In Italy, for instance, Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi was

a trailblazer in changing the use of opinion polls. With him, polls ‘began to

be conducted, not only for a cognitive aim but also to be used as a tool of

political communication’ (Natale, 2004). In the case of the American presi-

dency, audiences are primed with images of the President as strong and

powerful; public speeches are carefully crafted to incorporate phrases and

images likely to resonate with the audience; the media coverage that is

guaranteed for presidential speeches raises the saliency of the issues he

mentions. At the end, the overall impression is that the President’s agenda is

aligned with the electorate (Druckman and Jacobs, 2015). Similar practices

were observed in our research on responses to the 2015 terrorist attacks in

Paris (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2018). Opinion and communication advisers

provided specific recommendations related to the adoption of figures of

speech, images, and messages to better respond to perceived public sentiments

and moods. For instance, in January 2015, the focus was on republican values

and social resilience, proposing policies directed towards education for citi-

zenship and social integration. In contrast, advisers considered a more martial

attitude appropriate for November 2015, with the executive’s tone reflecting

this shift. The President delivered a pivotal speech to the Parliament in

Versailles, engaging with the perceived zeitgeist of citizens wanting to be

engaged in the defence of the country, calling for people to join the ‘Reserve’,

and announcing military strikes in Syria.
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3.3 Legitimacy Claims Based on Knowledge

The second type of legitimacy claim relies on leaders’ ability to convince

citizens that she knows better than others what problems need solutions, what

solutions best serve the public interest, what actions are necessary to implement

solutions. Firstly, those in power can assert their own exceptional qualities and

intuition. ‘I understood you’, proclaimed General De Gaulle in Algiers, on

4 June 1958, to an audience of up to 300,000 people. Such a concise and

ambiguous statement meant that everyone, whether Algerian Muslim, Pied-

noir or French may feel personally hailed and recognised – De Gaulle then

convinced many that he was the leader who understood the sentiments and

desires of the people.

Secondly, leaders can also leverage the expertise of the best available profes-

sionals to inform decision-making and policymaking. In this case, the legitim-

acy claim is grounded in the knowledge of others, particularly those deemed the

best in their respective fields. Historically, executives have often relied on the

perceived objectivity of science, viewed as a truth untainted by ideological,

personal, or partisan interests. Expertise is thus expected to be closer to an

absolute truth and, consequently, in the public interest. The role of science as

a regime of truth explains the appeal of technocratic solutions, such as the

formation of a government of experts in Italy, led by Mario Monti, in the

aftermath of the 2008 economic crisis, or the establishment of independent

authorities during the era of new public management. Tony Blair claimed that

facts-based social sciences would allow his government to provide the best

policies and declared, ‘It’s not rocket science as to what people want or need’

(Faucher-King, 2005: 184). More recently, the prominence given to independ-

ent scientific councils during the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic illustrates

how expertise is mobilised as a source of legitimacy.Many governments formed

new advisory boards or convened existing scientific councils, symbolically

using science to legitimise their decisions amid great uncertainty. Political

leaders frequently referred to these scientific committees in their speeches to

justify adopted measures and delivered their speeches accompanied by experts.

In the UK for instance, Johnson regularly appeared, in a carefully staged setting,

alongside the Chief Medical Officer and his Chief Scientific Adviser, in an

effort to add credibility and weight to his policies. In many countries, daily press

conferences by epidemiologists and other experts and consultants, became

a new ritual for people. By presenting statistics on cases, hospitalisations and

deaths, decision-makers were seeking to alert audiences to the severity of the

situation. The numbers became the symbols of the gravity of the pandemic. The

dramatisation of this information aimed to warn, to inspire compliance with
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restrictive measures, such as lockdowns and later to demonstrate progress. In

Germany, Chancellor Merkel, drawing from her scientific background with

a doctorate in physics, acted as the ‘explainer in chief’. She used her expertise

to didactically explain to German citizens the impact of contamination on

vulnerable people and the healthcare system, further legitimising her assertions.

3.4 Legitimacy Claims Based on Results

Lastly, in alignment with Scharpf’s work on output legitimation (Scharpf, 1999),

political leaders and governments can claim legitimacy through their ability to

act, and sometimes also to deliver and to resolve problems. For example, after the

terrorist attacks in Paris in January 2015, the army was sent to patrol the streets in

front of buildings considered potential targets. Their presence could be read in

several ways and the plurality ofmeaningswas acknowledged by the chief of staff

of the Interior minister: symbolically, it showed the might of the state and the

swift reaction of the executive, and it was thus a means to reassure the population;

it could also serve as a deterrent. It is the most visible part of the activation of

Vigipirate since the terrorist attacks of 1995.

Because the results of policies are not always very visible (be it the decline of

numbers of teenage pregnancies or of burglaries), it is important for politicians

to provide tangible indicators and measures for their success. In electoral

campaigns, this translates into pledges and commitments. Once in power,

decision-makers produce targets and give account of their action in relation to

such targets. Numbers and statistics are thus used to showcase action: the

number of police forces on the ground, millions invested, doctors hired, missiles

sent to allies, reductions in unemployment, and so forth. One precise number,

serving as an indicator of a successful result, can become the symbol of a good

and legitimate decision and, by extension, of a good and legitimate government.

The rating of a country’s sovereign debt serves as a noteworthy illustration of

this kind of claim: many national leaders boast about having the highest score

(AAAor the famous triple A) as a symbol of excellence and goodmanagement –

or invoke it to justify unpopular reforms.

Lastly, political authorities engage in various rituals of verification and

evaluation, which include audits, the use of formal, technical, and legal lan-

guage, as well as the organisation of public inquiries (Edelman, 1977: 118;

Power, 1999; Faucher-King and Le Galès, 2010). These practices provide them

with a platform to demonstrate their good administration and the positive results

of their actions. Legitimacy claims based on results are closely intertwined with

rituals that aim to demonstrate efficacy and efficiency and that leaders often

deploy to reassure the population, especially in times of crisis (see Section 4).
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In this section, we have observed how public authorities endeavour to

articulate effective claims about their legitimacy and demonstrate their trust-

worthiness. They achieve this by playing the game, embodying their roles, and

developing legitimacy claims based on the will of the people, knowledge, or

results – all these are symbolic acts. Conversely, symbolic gaffes are powerful

catalysts for undermining legitimacy and trust in authorities. Numerous

instances revealing gaps between claims-making and actual practices can be

found in the unusual period of Covid lockdowns, when authorities imposed

drastic restrictions on the freedoms of their citizens. Whilst the Italian President

Mattarella appeared on television in need of a haircut, like his fellow citizens,

Prime Minister Johnson’s Chief adviser was caught traveling for leisure, an

incident that marked the decline of the rally-round-the-flag public opinion

effects the British PM had enjoyed since the introduction of the lockdown.

Several months later, revelations of repeated violations (and cover-ups) of rules

of socialising on the very premises of Number 10 led to a public enquiry. These

incidents exposed double standards at the helm and Johnson was accused of

being unreliable, incompetent, dishonest, and unfit to lead. More crucial than

the Prime Minister’s demise, the contradictions undermined trust in his Cabinet

and his party and sapped the legitimacy of British institutions. The symbolic is

indeed a double-edged sword.

4 The Symbolic, Reassurance, and Trust in the Future

When the French government declared a state of emergency in response to the

terrorist attacks of 13 November 2015, what made it a reality to most French

citizens was the visibility of the presence of fully armed military personnel,

standing at street corners, in public transports, and in areas deemed sensitive.

Between 2015 and 2017, we interviewed officials and policy advisers at the top

of the French government about the responses to terrorist attacks. According to

the chief of staff at the Ministry of Interior (interview May 2015), the deploy-

ment of troops met two objectives: deterring further attacks as well as reassuring

the public. Soldiers in arms were meant to convey the message that the govern-

ment was taking the situation seriously and managing it with resolve and

strength (Section 3). Thus, it directly addressed feelings of insecurity. The UK

was attacked in 2017 but the British strategy involved very limited deployment

of the military. Indeed, according to a former Home Office minister (interview

September 2017), the best way to reassure the British public is to demonstrate

a quick return to normality. The objectives of the two governments were

identical, yet they chose different paths because the presence of armed person-

nel in the streets – a symbol of the might of the state – would be interpreted on
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one side of the Channel as a sign of the governmental preparedness and, on the

other side, as a sign that the government is not in control.

In a situation of emergency, a key task for the leadership is to respond to the

emotional and practical disruptions that have been created and to demonstrate that

they are taking action to support the victims and protect the people affected.

Indeed, leaders and their communication teams are usually aware of the need to

demonstrate that they perform their role according to expectations. Senior civil

servants as well as political advisors play a part in ensuring that such a message is

adequately formulated. ‘Regardless of his perceived credibility or his image at that

moment, it is from the President that one expects reassurance’, wrote a political

advisor in a Note, sent to the French President on 8 January 2015. The

following day, an internal email to the close presidential team read ‘the

President must stay on the frontline. He must show that he is in charge, he must

reassure, and decide. (. . .) It is from him and from nobody else that healing and

reassuringmessages are expected’ (Élysée internal email, dated 09 January 2015).

Although rhetoric is important and contributes to establish frames of inter-

pretation, symbolic practices are also crucial to speak both to people’s emotions

and perceptions (Abélès, 1991). It is because they are formal, highly structured,

repetitive, standardised, and ‘wrapped in a web of symbolism’ that rituals can

channel emotions, guide cognition, and organise social groups (Kertzer,

1989: 9). ‘Rituals of reassurance and purification’ help authorities ‘to be seen

to be in overall control of the situation (. . .); to avoid massive, unforeseen and

uncontrollable public reactions (. . .); to reassure the public that every conceiv-

able effort is made to get at the root of the problem (. . .); to reinstate the

rationality myth in the face of turbulence’ (’t Hart, 1993: 43). In this section,

we consider the symbolic practices and the rituals that are deployed to impress

people with reassuring messages that reduce uncertainty, assert governmental

control over the situation and present the state as powerful and effective.

4.1 Reducing Uncertainty

The first step towards reassurance for a population confronted with the shock of

a breach in the taken-for-granted nature of everyday life involves understanding

what is happening. Indeed, the crisis management literature identifies ‘sense-

making’ and ‘meaning-making’ as two of the critical tasks of leadership. The

distinction between the two largely relates to timing: the first involves dealing

with the sense of surprise and the collapse of routine practices; the second

focuses on explanations. ‘Leaders are expected to reduce uncertainty and

provide an authoritative account of what is going on, (. . .) and what needs to

be done’ (Boin et al., 2010: 13). With this in mind, public authorities propose
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narratives to describe the critical situation (Radaelli, 2019) and build ‘causal

stories’ (Stone, 1989). They explain what is at stake, they identify the causes of

the problem, and state what needs to be done. Before social media and internet,

when a breach happened, the public had little independent information and

relied primarily on representations provided by elites (Baum and Groeling,

2010: 449). In today’s world, public authorities have largely lost the advantage

they previously had and must work tirelessly to contribute to frame the discus-

sion (Section 6). Three strategies are generally employed to reach this objective.

The first involves occupying the stage to acknowledge and identify the

problem. A combination of informal and formal communication can be used

to provide the opportunity to articulate a frame to the public and attempt to

define the situation. In January 2015, the French Government’s effective media

strategy involved a division of labour. The President was mostly seen in action

and delivered a few concise and solemn messages, widely covered in the media.

Hollande delivered a short ‘address to the Nation’ from the Elysée Palace on

7 January after the Charlie Hebdo attack, then again on 9 January after the

resolution of the hostage crisis in Vincennes. He used both interventions to label

the killings as ‘barbaric’, to denounce the perpetrators as terrorists. He also

mourned the victims and stated that they had been targeted because they were

symbols of the French Republic and of its values. The PrimeMinister toured the

broadcast media. The Interior Minister supervised operations and provided

press briefings, supported by the Justice Minister. Other examples can be

found during the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic: to catch up on his

delayed reaction to the arrival of the virus in Europe and the UK, Boris

Johnson occupied the scene. He gave two exceptional and formal speeches on

23 March and 10 May; regularly attended the daily press conferences; was

filmed attending COBRA meetings; and multiplied posts on social media (on

Facebook and Instagram for instance).

The second strategy involves using the symbolic to explicitly say as little as

possible: indeed, information is scarce – and not always verified. Saying little,

and implying more, facilitates oecumenical interpretations. Whilst it is tempting

to focus on words, leaders and their teams do not neglect symbolic practices.

Photographs and clips of politicians arriving and leaving meetings are particu-

larly helpful here: they show decision-makers in action and their commitment to

resolving the crisis. The very presence of dignitaries, and their body language,

say more than any speech: they mark the importance of events, of places, of

people. They signal cooperation (working lunches and dinners between

European leaders), alliance (Merkel embracing Hollande or Kohl holding

hands with Mitterrand). If official trips of heads of states are planned a long

time in advance, impromptu visits to locations of accidents and catastrophes are
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indispensable symbolic acts of crisis management and receive, as such, wide

media coverage (Boin, ‘t Hart, and Stern et al., 2010: 85). They provide

opportunities for photographs and films that evoke a flurry of intense activities.

Thus, when President Hollande rushed to the headquarters of Charlie Hebdo in

January 2015, it underlined, according to his communication adviser, how ‘the

President had taken the measure of what had just happened’, considering it an

event of national significance and requiring immediate governmental attention

(interview June 2015). Similarly, the international community’s support to

France was staged on and immortalised by cameras: the eagerness of some

political leaders to be seen on the streets of Paris demonstrates how seriously

they take such images. The diligence of Hollande contrasted with G.W. Bush’s

much criticised decision to fly over New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina rather

than land. Failing to visit the victims and express emotion, even if he had been

filmed assessing the damage from his helicopter, was interpreted as lack of care.

The third strategy consists in de-politicising the crisis by proposing a non-

partisan framing of the situation (Hay, 2007). Accuracy is required both to

facilitate the practical response and to inspire trust. This can be done, for

instance, through judicial language, through figures and data that are usually

seen as ‘objective’ and factual or through a scientific discourse, that can be

presented as truthful (Boin, ‘t Hart, and Stern et al., 2010: 83). The Covid-19

pandemic lent itself to technical and scientific justifications, and, as we have

seen (Section 3), most governments used health experts. Whilst the ontological

security of everyday life was shattered, science was used to provide reassurance

and focus attention on cures and solutions. While numbers can symbolise the

gravity of the pandemic, they can also serve as symbols of improvement and

recovery from the crisis. Besides, several political leaders made full use of

a medical and scientific lexicon: Merkel explained contamination, Conte talked

about truth as an ‘antidote’ and claimed that Italy’s ‘DNA’ was that of ‘a strong

country that does not give up’. He referred to a ‘shock therapy’ for the Italian

economy and presented transparency as ‘the first vaccine’ (Boussaguet,

Faucher, and Freudlsperger, 2023). In short, every leader’s decision, speech,

or move is a meaningful act (Mariot, 2007) that is interpreted and thus partici-

pates in framing the situation and its implications.

4.2 Asserting Control

Leaders also typically feel that they need to demonstrate to the public that they

are in overall control of the situation. They do so in part through the perform-

ance of being in charge. Goffman has shown how individual actors manage the

impression they give in everyday interactions in order to try to convince others
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that they are competent, reliable, and in control of their role (Goffman, 1990).

Press officers (as well as protocol, routines, and established procedures) help

politicians maintain the dramatic realisation of their role (Scacco, 2011), ensur-

ing that they perform it according to character (Wodak, 2009: 10). Control can

indeed be represented symbolically.

It is expressed first by the resilience of the leaders in the face of hardship.

During WW2, as London was being bombarded and children evacuated, King

George VI and his wife remained in Buckingham Palace: their decision was

hailed as a demonstration of resistance and solidarity with the capital’s popula-

tion and much praised. When President Zelenskyy refused the US’s offer of

evacuation at the beginning of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, he may

have had in mind this famous example. Instead of fleeing, he began filming

himself on his smartphone in the streets of Kyiv, wearing a military outfit. His

stance emphasised that he was sharing the fate of the population at great

personal risks, but it also galvanised the mobilisation of Ukrainians. These

decisions are not just acts of bravery: they are performances of an ideal of

leadership, exceptional in hard times. Indeed, the role of heads of states

involves, on so many occasions, standing up silently (or without their words

being heard from the public), attending ceremonies stoically, by fair or foul

weather and hosting foreign dignitaries. In these moments, their bodies repre-

sent the body politic rather than their own. Communication advisers ensure that

their leaders’ dedication does not go unnoticed: President Hollande reputedly

hardly slept during the hunt for the Charlie Hebdo assassins in January 2015

(interview June 2015); the Elysée published photographs of President Macron

unusually unshaven, tired, and casually dressed in the early days of the

Ukrainian crisis.

Secondly, leaders are to be seen ‘in action’, even when the nature of their work

requires that decisions be taken behind closed doors. De Gaulle ironically

commented that ‘De Gaulle’ would not be content with a merely ‘symbolic’

role (‘inaugurer les chrysantèmes’3): as the President, his mission was decision-

making. Photo opportunities are manufactured when they do not present them-

selves: meetings are held in ‘situation rooms’ (such as the ‘Fumoir’ at the French

Interior Ministry or the Cabinet Office Briefing Room A (COBRA) at 10

Downing Street); leaders are pictured in conversation with advisors, experts or

with their peers. In 2020, European governments demonstrated their proactive

management of the pandemic by convening emergency meetings (in person and

later virtually) and summoning advisory councils (conseils de défense in France,

comitato operativo in Italy). Leaders visited sites of field operations: Macron

3 www.ina.fr/ina-eclaire-actu/video/i00012497/charles-de-gaulle-inaugurer-les-chrysanthemes.
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inspected Mulhouse’s temporary military hospital, Johnson visited NHS hos-

pitals, Conte went to the Spallanzani Hospital in Bergamo, where the virus was

first identified.

A third strategy involves staging the determination of the leaders as they

perform their role by adopting a particular persona (Section 7). The setting, the

costume, the tone, and the physicality contribute to give context and authenticity

to the leaders’ speeches and their choice of words (Finlayson, 2021). This is

particularly so in face-to-face diplomacy where leaders also sometimes outrightly

flout the ritual to assert themselves (Wong, 2021). However, as wewill see below,

beyond the performance of the hyper masculine leader often endorsed by

Vladimir Putin (riding horses bare chested for instance), there are many other

ways to incarnate leadership. During the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic in

2020 for instance, Merkel adopted a calm composure in her 18 March speech;

Conte chose to have an explicative tone (12 March); Macron defended

a ‘whatever it costs’ posture (16 March); and Johnson publicly made his oath

‘to dowhatever it takes to so that we beat it together’ (23March). Unsurprisingly,

the vocabulary that is used stresses the control and the action in the responses to

the crisis: verbs like ‘to want’ or modal verbs like ‘must’ as well as expressions

that show political voluntarism and the absence of hesitation are abundantly used;

the first person (‘I’) is meant to demonstrate that those in power do indeed take

a leadership role; verbs are often conjugated in the future to highlight the

speaker’s poise and their control over the situation.

4.3 Demonstrating Efficacy and Efficiency

Finally, governments endeavour to convince citizens about the capacity of the

state to face a crisis and to do so efficiently. National leaders work ‘to reinstate

the belief in rational procedures of government (. . .), to reinstate the rationality

myth in the face of turbulence’ (‘t Hart, 1993: 43). Thus, they bring to the fore

the successes, the good management of the situation, and the capacities of the

government and of all other institutions involved (police, army, health system,

etc.) to restore order. They do so rhetorically as well as through practices. In the

days that followed the 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris for instance, the President

praised the efficient work of the police forces and repeated many times, in his

different speeches, phrases such as ‘we are able to’ and ‘we can’, he spoke of

a ‘Nation that knows how to defend itself, that knows how to mobilise its forces

and that, once again, will be able to defeat the terrorists’. The Covid-19

pandemic has required European national leaders to demonstrate the resilience

of the public health sector and their support for it: they praised the resistance of

national hospitals, the quality of the health system – like the National Health
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Service (NHS) in Great Britain – and the excellence of the country’s scientists

who would soon develop a vaccine.

The discourse of efficiency generally also includes a ‘language of “learning”

to provide reassurance that “lessons” of the present crisis will be used to prevent

similar events from recurring’ (‘t Hart, 1993: 43–44) or that lessons of previous

crisis have been learnt and will help the management of the current crisis (Boin

et al., 2010: 117–122). Convinced that the January 2015 attacks were the first in

a series, the French Prime Minister asked the Department of Defence to prepare

a strategic document detailing a wide range of possible responses adapted to

different scenarios, including coordinated and massive terrorist attacks. By

November, the government was thus prepared and able to propose that the

President declare a ‘state of emergency’ granting the executive extraordinary

powers. The objective was to avoid repeating what had been done in January

(interview with the ex-Prime Minister Valls) (Section 6). The report was also

shown to the press – and referred to in TV documentaries – to testify the

preparedness of the executive. President Hollande illustrated that he was react-

ive and proactive and that the French State would use its might when needed, by

ordering military strikes in Syria and the temporary and exceptional closure of

borders.

4.4 Performances and Roles in Reassurance Strategies

Symbolic practices, such as rituals, are important because they demonstrate that

there is a process to deal with the contingency of a crisis and that someone is in

charge. Indeed, the symbolic works discussed above are performed by actors ‘in

flesh and blood’. Several elements are important to emphasise about them and

their use of rituals.

To reassure citizens, political leaders are helped in their mission by the rules

and routines of their function. Most of the symbolic work that is deployed draws

from established practices: the very fact of repeating what is ‘usually done’ brings

a semblance of order and continuity. The roles of heads of state are thoroughly

institutionalised and codified in protocols. Indeed, the symbolic apparatus that

accompanies official performances is meant to draw attention to the role, rather

than the individual actor, and to confer to it an aura of legitimacy (Section 3). The

personality of the incumbent is expected to disappear under the robe and the role,

the tone, and the text; yet successive Presidents interpret their part singularly.

While Macron embraced with enthusiasm the symbolic of the Presidency as one

of the essential resources of his role in 2017, Hollande had found it cumbersome

when he took office in 2012, considering that it creates a distance between the

rulers and the ruled. However, his government made great use of it in response to
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the 2015 terrorist attacks. Then, he played the leading part in ritual performances

that emphasised bodily engagement rather than rhetoric: he was economical with

words, but physically present.

Furthermore, although rituals are assumed to be invariant and draw some of

their symbolic efficacy from this ability to connect past, present, and future

(Bell,1997: 210–211), they offer opportunities to deal with contingency, to

introduce change and to make it acceptable. There always exists a space for

innovation and even improvisation. For Kertzer indeed, ‘ritual is no less crucial

to movement of political change than to champions of conservation’ (Kertzer,

1996: 125). This is important in hard times but is also present in situations that

are less dramatic but nevertheless open cracks and create opportunities for

destabilisation. Coronations and inaugurations are thus designed to fit the

circumstances, and the masters of ceremony can introduce nuances to the ritual.

For instance, the coronation of Charles III was an occasion to demonstrate how

the monarchy is adapting to modern Britain, just as Elizabeth II had done when

she agreed for the event to be televised in 1953. Moreover, although vigils and

official mourning ceremonies for people killed in the line of duty are relatively

frequent and tend to follow a tight script, those organised for victims of

terrorism require marking their unusual and inacceptable circumstances. This

often leads to the creation of original rituals, as exemplified by the Republican

March in France following the Charlie Hebdo attacks. Finally, authorities

respond to comparable circumstances by performing rituals, the meanings of

which can differ drastically. The choice of emotions stirred, and actions justified

by these rituals can indeed vary significantly. For instance, the rhetoric of

mourning speeches after 9/11 allowed President Bush to prompt his audience

to think of a fight between good and evil (us vs them), whilst other politicians

sought to appease, finding the words to acknowledge suffering and heal the

community (Simko, 2015).

Moreover, national authorities do pay close attention to the symbolic mes-

sage carried by the choice of the ‘master of ceremony’. The pandemic provided

several occasions to take such decisions and it is most manifest in parliamentary

systems, where either the head of state or the head of government performed.

The two represent different repertoires of meanings and the choice reveals how

executives think about the implications of prompting audiences with distinct

mental representations – if anything, it demonstrates how the symbolic is taken

much more seriously by political elites than political science would have it. In

constitutional monarchies (Britain, Belgium, Sweden) as well as in parliamen-

tary republics (Germany or Italy), the head of state stands above the fray of

partisan politicking and is mostly absent from everyday political life. Their

interventions are rare (Christmas or NewYear) and are addressed to the national
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community (or the Commonwealth in the case of the UK). In 2020, ceremonial

presidents and monarchs spoke to their country, bringing solemnity and ser-

iousness as well as being a reminder of the reassuring presence of the national

community. In France or in the US, the head of state is also the head of the

executive power: the overlap between the two is a source of confusion and

potential abuse (Mueller, 1985). However, in 2015, the French executive

decided to capitalise on the distinction: the President was staged as the decision-

maker, supported by a small team of relevant ministers (the Interior Minister

overseeing field operations, the JusticeMinister the judicial enquiry, and the PM

ensuring coordination).

Lastly, the transformation of the world of information and communication has

given rise to new practices, some of them ritualised in that they were repetitive,

meaningful, formal, and rulebound performances. For instance, during the first

wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, daily health press conferences contributed to

building the reassuring impression that someone was in charge, that science was

guiding the search for containments and for cures, that the experience was shared,

and solidarity consolidated. Traditional broadcast media were the vehicles of such

new, and time-limited, rituals, but they were complemented by the increased

recourse to social media, as means to connect with citizens at any time of the day

(De Luca, 2020) and to reach out to younger audiences: Conte’s Facebook Live

videos, for example, became a fixture of Italians’ Saturday night schedules;

Johnson posted short clips during his quarantine, appearing increasingly dishev-

elled as his health deteriorated but assuring that he remained in charge.

In this section, we have shown how leaders engage in symbolic performances

to reassure people about the ability of the state to lead society out of situations

of emergency and chaos. To do so, they strive to reduce uncertainty and to

convince their audience that they are in control; they claim that the policy they

are developing is effective – a claim supported by an emphasis on the use of

expertise. Their credibility rests on their performance of symbolic acts (which

are often formal, rule-bound, repetitive, traditional) and on their competence in

adapting them to context. As we shall see in Section 5, the performance of

symbolic practices also allows individuals to bond with a collective (the Nation,

the party, etc.).

5 The Symbolic, Unity, and Trust ‘in Us’

On 24 June 1995, Nelson Mandela entered Johannesburg’s Ellis Park Stadium to

greet the players taking part in the Rugby World Cup Final. He walked on to the

pitch, wearing the green and orange polo shirt of the South African Springboks

team. With this one gesture – the black president wearing the jersey of the (then
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almost entirely) white rugby team – Mandela embodied a nation united at last,

after years of Apartheid. While the example serves to illustrate the exception,

there aremany routinised occasions for public authorities to reaffirm the existence

of a community. Such is the case with the American Presidents’ ‘weekly secular

sermon’, a routine form of communication delivered ‘for an imagined congrega-

tion of the people and the press’ (Scacco, 2011: 74), which serves to maintain

a link between the President and the Nation. We have argued (Section 1) that the

symbolic allows the expression of ideas, such as the Nation, that evoke a plurality

of experiences, emotions, and forms of attachment. During international sporting

competitions, flags and colours are means to express belonging and sometimes

cues to express emotions. Yet, feeling that one belongs is even more important in

hard times, when solidarity is a question of security if not survival. Yet, this is not

an automatic effect, nor a psychological reflex. In this section, we show how

‘rallying’ the community involves the use of the symbolic to draw in-group

boundaries and make present the idea of solidarity.

5.1 Rallying around the Flag

In the United States, ‘specific, dramatic, and sharply focused international events’

that directly threaten national security are expected to have a positive impact on

the popularity of the executive. This ‘rallying around the flag’ effect was initially

explained by a supposed ‘patriotic reflex’ (Mueller, 1985) and by the reluctance

of the Opposition to be critical in a context of crisis (Brody, 1991). After 9/11 for

instance, G.W. Bush used a boost in his popularity to introduce the Patriot Act,

a set of restrictive measures that sharpened divisions between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

The rich literature that ensued showed that this phenomenon is neither automatic

nor guaranteed (Baker and Oneal, 2001; Baum, 2002; Hetherington and Nelson,

2003; Williams, Koch, and Smith, 2013) but largely eschewed a discussion of the

flag or the Presidency as symbols of the community (with the exception of

Collins, 2004). Moreover, international comparisons led to the identification of

structural and conjunctural factors enabling it, including the type of political

system (parliamentary or presidential). The multiplication of terrorist attacks

across the world after 9/11 has shown how rally-around-the-flag effects vary

according to the repetition of the attacks, the nature of the targets (anonymous or

symbolic), the magnitude of the attack (the number of victims), the political

orientation of those in power and the electoral calendar (Bali, 2007; Chowanietz,

2016).

Yet, much of the ‘rally around the flag’ literature misses how governments

play an active and crucial role in building what is seen and analysed as a rally

phenomenon, based on public opinion support. In 2015, the French Government
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briefly benefitted from the expected opinion boost. Whilst in January the shock

suspended temporarily criticism from the Opposition and the media, the effects

were short lived. And faith in the collective capacity to resist, as well as in the

government to coordinate efforts to do so, was eroded by the succession of

attacks (November 2015, July 2016). So, the executive delivered speeches

constructed to maintain, or re-create, the mental image of a community united

in the face of threat and organised rituals to unite the population and generate

solidarity (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2022; Tiberj, 2022). They worked to avoid

anticipated intercommunity clashes and produce an image of a Nation historic-

ally constituted by diverse social and religious groups. The comparison across

time shows how governments’ responses use the symbolic to construct exclu-

sive or inclusive visions of the Nation.

5.2 Rituals of Community

Whether local or national, communities exist in the imagination of their members

(Anderson, 1991), which is experienced through the performance of symbolic

acts. Independence days, anniversaries of revolutions and military victories mark

the continuity of the community through time, and they make present mythical

times and the solidarity that allegedly existed then. Countries (or political entities

that cannot find such shared founding moments) make them up. For example, the

9 May celebrates the EU, while the Monarch’s birthday, jubilees, and Christmas

provide similar opportunities to celebrate the United Kingdom. In most cases, the

rituals and speech acts in which political leaders invoke the unity of the national

community are highly routinised. Moreover, every country has developed over

time symbolic practices, embodying a national community paying homage to

victims of specific incidents and mourning unjust deaths, or opportunities to

invoke and solicit solidarity. At such times, the executive draws from past

experiences and chooses the most appropriate ritual from an existing repertoire

of actions (minutes of silence, flags at half-mast, the singing of national anthems,

etc.) and actors (heads of state or representatives of the community). In the UK,

for instance, as Queen Elizabeth became frailer, the royal family replaced her at

remembrance ceremonies and hospital visits – the chrysanthemum ceremonies

despised by De Gaulle.

This also applies to discourse as leaders generally use set phrases and

expressions as well as the first-person plural (‘we’ and ‘us’) to remind the

audience of the existence of a community and their belonging to that commu-

nity – the ‘choreographed dance of pronouns’ that enables to define the

‘speaker-audience relationship’ (Gaffney, 2014: 7). In France, such presidential

speeches are called ‘statements to the Nation’ and the head of state speaks ‘in
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the name of the Nation’. Calls to unity can be very explicit when risk of

internecine conflicts run high. In January 2015 for instance, the French govern-

ment had evidence of growing resentment between social groups and feared that

further radicalisation would lead to violence. Consequently, public authorities’

communication emphasised ‘unity’ as ‘the only weapon’ against terrorism and

using a clear lexicon to insist on that point (‘fraternity, solidarity, gathering,

common, let’s gather, unity, together, etc.’) (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2018). In

the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic, European leaders appealed to civic

responsibility and solidarity, asking citizens to ‘care for others’ and ‘protect the

most vulnerable’: Merkel explained how to take care of cherished relatives,

Italian President Mattarella praised Italians’ sacrifices and civic-mindedness,

and Queen Elizabeth II asked people to act in ways they would be proud of.

When national leaders are also members of political parties, they need to appeal

to cross-partisan unity and get the support of Opposition leaders. Thus, Conte

insisted on ‘a challenge that has no political colour, that must bring the whole

nation together’ and Johnson promised ‘we will beat the coronavirus and we

will beat it together’.

Yet not all such symbolic performances of unity are routine. Facing a new

situation indeed, leaders and their advisors adapt to circumstances, including by

being innovative or seizing opportunities. Hence, words are associated with

gestures evocative of national unity. This is well illustrated by the French

President, in the days following the attacks against Charlie Hebdo: not only

did he call for unity; he also received political leaders at the Elysée Palace, one

after the other. Upon leaving the Elysée after a private and solemn discussion

with the President, the Presidents of the Assemblée Nationale, of the Sénat, and

of the Association of French Mayors, the leaders of the parliamentary parties

and representatives of faith communities all professed their commitment to

a united front against terrorism in front of cameras. In other cases, jumping on

the bandwagon of others or picking up from other’s initiatives is the best

available option. In 2020, leaders addressed their fellow citizens on television,

one after the other in the space of a few weeks, including those for which such

an action was unprecedented. Moreover, several acknowledged or even partici-

pated in the rituals of solidarity (Collins, 2004) invented and performed by

citizens on their doorsteps and their balconies: every Thursday from April to

June, Johnson stepped on the doorsteps of Number 10 Downing Street with his

pregnant fiancée to clap for NHS staff, as British citizens in lockdown did.

Innovations may also come from a leader’s entourage. The impressive

‘Republican March’ organised on January 11 in 2015 in Paris is a good example

of such creativity. The March was the interesting outcome of a division of

labour between political actors: left-wing parties had floated the idea of
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a demonstration (unsurprisingly as this is a well-established form of expression

on the Left), but its organisation proved too complex with such short notice.

Whilst the Elysée, the Interior and the Justice Departments were absorbed in

field operations, the Prime Minister’s Office had more flexibility and stepped in

to make it possible. The team in Matignon worked with families and represen-

tatives of political parties to design an oecumenical congregation. Plans had to

be changed when, for the first time in French history, the President asked

citizens to march with him (9 January 2015): ‘I call on all French women and

men to rise up on Sunday, together, to carry the values of democracy, freedom,

pluralism to which we are all attached’ (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2017). The

Elysée and Matignon orchestrated a complex cortege designed to embody the

unity of the Nation behind the victims: three highly symbolic groups marched

ahead of the procession – the bereaved families, representatives of political

parties and of civil society, and the executive surrounded by the international

community of allies. To ensure that the event would be as inclusive as possible,

participants had been asked to come without banners or signs of any kind.

Slogans and songs were banned too.

TheMarch turned out to be an incredibly popular and internationalmedia event:

it was the largest demonstration in Paris since 1944 (more than 4 million people in

the whole country participated); it was coupled with an international summit

(more than 40 heads of state or government walked 100 yards arm-in-arm)

guaranteeing worldwide coverage and attention. The silence of the crowd contrib-

uted to the eerie atmosphere and was only occasionally interrupted by the singing

of the national anthem (La Marseillaise) and (highly unusual) ovations to the

police forces and their protective role. The success of the event relied on careful

selection of locations, chosen for practical reasons (accessibility and movement)

as well as for their symbolic meanings – between the place de la Nation and the

place de la République. All these factors contributed to give an impression of

a united social body, which was amplified by the Prime Minister’s speech to the

National Assembly two days later. Manuel Valls coined the phrase ‘the spirit of

January 11’, an expression which dominated the public debate for several months.

Criticisms and a polemic emerged a little later (Baudot, 2015; Todd and Laforgue,

2015). Yet, what was important at the time was the illusion of adhesion, unity,

solidarity, and consensus that was created and persisted for a few weeks

(Boussaguet and Faucher, 2017).

The impact of the symbolic policy deployed in January greatly impressed the

French executive, and it sought to reproduce it in November. It was of course

impossible to convene a public gathering after the massacre in the Bataclan and

in the streets of Paris: the state of emergency prohibited all public gatherings.

Consequently, the executive had to imagine alternative rituals of community.
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Thus, while organising a civil ceremony to pay homage to the victims on

November 27 at Les Invalides (a closed and secured place), it called upon the

population to partake in this collective communion. The President invited

‘every French person [who] would like to participate [to adorn] the front of

their residence with French colours, a blue, white, red flag’. Whilst Collins

(2004) analysed the deployment of flags after 9/11 as rituals of solidarity and

points to social pressures in local communities, the French example is initiated

at the top: the Service d’Information du Gouvernement posted downloadable

tricolour flags on the official websites of the Republic. The tongue-in-cheek

appropriation of the presidential call to rally around the flag meant that some

windows were adorned with three coloured undergarments.

Finally, rituals of community are sometimes a mix between established routine

and symbolic innovation. This is, for instance, the case for the convening of the

Congress (the combined meeting of both Chambers of the Parliament) in

Versailles on 16 November 2015. The Constitution limits its convening to three

specific circumstances – the accession of a new country to the European Union;

the revision of the Constitution; or a declaration of the President of the Republic

before the people’s representatives. Thus, when Hollande decided to convene the

Congress after the 13 November terrorist attacks, he resorted to an existing

institutional arrangement. Yet, he used the procedure to stage the national and

the political unity of the country after an attack that threatened and weakened the

social order.Moreover, he delivered a belligerent speech, in which the word ‘war’

was used many times in the first minutes, and he announced a surprise proposal

for a reform of the Constitution. It would make it easier to declare the state of

emergency in the face of grave threats, thus reinforcing the government’s ability

to act against terrorism. When he finished his speech, the Congress members

(deputies and senators) stood up to applaud and sing the national anthem (La

Marseillaise). The image given was that of the national representation in unison,

politically united behind its government.

5.3 Rallying Which Community?

If calls to solidarity and unity are common to all countries that face an emergency,

it is interesting to note that the national community is generally targeted in these

calls (Wodak, 2021). In 2015, the French executive called for a political and

a national unity and focused its attention on facilitating a rally-around-the-flag. It

sought to activate feelings of national identity, pride, and solidarity. The attacks

were first framed as targeting France, the State, and the Republic (Boussaguet and

Faucher, 2017). Moreover, European identity and solidarity always remain sec-

ondary compared to the national ones in citizens’ imagination and French citizens
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are generally little interested in demonstration of Europeanness – indeed the

presence of the international community on 11 January was belittled by the

attention given to the crowds in the press coverage of the following day.

Consequently, we cannot be overly surprised that the national community was

the focus of attention and that references to international solidarity remained

marginal in the array of symbolic policies that were developed in response to the

attacks.

The same finding holds for the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. Whereas the

crisis affected European countries almost at the same time, the national com-

munity was the main focus of symbolic policies deployed by most governments

(Wodak, 2021). Leaders talked to their Nations and invoked national pride in

their speeches. ‘The whole world is watching us, (. . .) admiring us, taking us as

an example’, declared Conte (11 March). If leaders turn to the national commu-

nity, it is in part because their peoples do the same: for example, Italians sang the

national anthem (Inno di Mameli) from their windows and on their balconies in

the midst of confinement. Whilst there were few calls to European solidarity in

some European leaders’ speeches – President Macron explained that ‘this virus

has no passport. It makes us join forces, coordinate our responses, cooperate’

(12 March 2020) – the discursive reliance on the Nation can be explained by the

long existence of an ‘imagined community’ at the national level (Anderson,

1991), making it obvious and easy to rely on collective solidarity. The members

of a nation, even small, cannot know each other personally, but they share

experiences that breed feelings of belonging and their communion exist in their

minds. References to the national community are thus available, well known,

and their use is routinised. They belong to national ‘repertoires’ (Section 7)

from which the leaders can pull ideas and symbolic tools to respond to a crisis.

Yet, in January 2015, representatives of the EU and of its member states

marched alongside the French President, showing both solidarity and anticipation

of further attacks across the Continent. Indeed, Denmark and Belgium were next

targeted, in February andMarch. A fewmonths later, President Hollande invoked

Article 42–7 of the EU Treaty (a clause of solidarity amongst the European

member states) in front of the Congress in November 2015: ‘the enemy is not

only the enemy of France, it also is the enemy of Europe’. Yet, credible calls to

international solidarity are rare and far between, even when countries are tied by

treaties and profess close relationships and even when they are affected simultan-

eously. Whilst the European Union or the Commonwealth could represent such

communities of solidarity, these supranational entities are afterthoughts, as shown

in the efforts to rally European solidarity against the pandemic in Spring 2020.

This section has analysed how the symbolic is used to foster feelings of

solidarity and of belonging, to create or activate imaginations of communities.
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Direct involvement in a symbolic event such as the Republican March of 2015,

the funeral of Queen Elizabeth, post electoral rallies, or popular festivals in

revolutionary France (Ozouf, 2015: 313–315), allows participants to experience

such emotions in vivo. Indeed, the experience combines multiple sensory

channels (Leach, 1976: 41), involving sounds and smells, touch, vision, and

sometimes taste, allowing the reception of complex messages, which condense

distinct meanings (Walzer, 1967). Such complexity contributes to an uncanny

effect, which makes their use and their analysis challenging.

6 The Symbolic and Time

In this section, we consider how time, sequence, and timing affect the symbolic

work of politics. Although linear conceptions of time dominate in contemporary

western contexts since the nineteenth century (Jarvis, 2022: 27), the political

time of representative institutions is often characterised in terms of cyclicality

(as in the idea of an electoral ‘cycle’). These conceptions influence the symbolic

repertoires (Section 7) that are available to public authorities and the way they

are used. Indeed, the management of such temporal tensions in everyday

politics combines routines and path dependency with the performance of rituals.

However, when contingency reasserts itself, governments find out that there is

no simple, unique recipe that can be followed every time and throughout.

Circumstances require that following of emergency protocols be complemented

by a capacity to innovate and to adapt symbolic work at every stage. And this is

especially true when the crisis repeats itself or lasts over time. Thus, we

illustrate how messages are tailored to circumstances by comparing the

French executive’s responses to successive terrorist attacks in 2015 and 2016.

We argue that the repetition of attacks made it even more necessary for the

Government to show that, after learning from the past, it reacted better than

before. We also analyse the specific effects of electoral cycles on the strategic

use of symbolic repertoires.

6.1 Notions of Time and Symbolic Implications
in Everyday Politics

There are two ways to consider the articulation of time and timing with the

symbolic work of public authorities. The first focuses on contrasting concep-

tions of time and how they define distinct symbolic works. The second analyses

the ways in which time and timing impinge on decision-making and therefore

influence the choices of symbols adapted to specific contexts. In contemporary

liberal democratic societies, there are two contradictory yet overlapping and

coexisting views of time: one linear and one circular. Let’s take them in turn.
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Modern time is primarily considered as directional and consistent with scien-

tific knowledge and history. It takes for granted notions of past, present, and future

that are also found in much of the biblical tradition. Public policies were at first

conceived within such a framework: the identification of a political problem leads

to the development of public policy responses (Jones, 1970: 12 and 230–231).

The great ideologies that dominate politics are built on opposite valuations of

such a take on time. On the one hand, conservatives find legitimacy in traditional

practices: preserving the past is a fight against entropy and decline of an idealised

community and culture. We find these views in cultural movements: neogothic

and neoclassical architecture is an expression of such sentiments that provide

useful symbols of the glorious past; the Pre-Raphaelites are another illustration of

a resistance to capitalism and the industrial transformation of England. On the

other hand, progressives and liberals see progress as the promise of a teleological

transformation of species and of human societies. Post-1945, imagining the

‘future of the world’ (Andersson, 2018) has been driving a never-ending quest

for a better world and to make such futures possible. An array of symbols

associated with both traditions is based on linear time: rituals that make the past

present or prefigure the future through artefacts, performances (inaugurations,

national and independence festivals), the use of grand old historical buildings

(from Westminster to Versailles) or modernist ones (such as the Bundestag or

Beaubourg) (Boussaguet, Faucher, and Freudlsperger, 2023).

Cyclical time is often associated with traditional belief systems. However, it

also constitutes the base for the legitimacy of representative regimes as elections –

and the possibility of political alternance – rejuvenate power by renewing power

holders and making credible claims that democracy is about the will of the people.

Elections are rarely analysed as rituals, yet they do much more than aggregate

preferences: through the symbols they use – which differ from one country or

political system to the next – they articulate distinct conceptions of citizenship,

sovereignty, and good representation (Faucher and Hay, 2015). Moreover, as

symbolic practices, they integrate participants within institutions and contribute

to sustaining participation and democratic engagement (Coleman, 2013;

Sczepanski, 2023) and their projection in electoral promises of a better future.

They sometimes represent a normal and routinised way to change the symbols

available to the political authorities. The 2022 electoral victory of the neo-fascist

partyFratelli d’Italiamay for instance constitute a turning point in the use of some

national symbols which had been largely abandoned after WW2 (Section 7).

Let us now consider the ways in which time and timing impinge on policy-

making. A favourite phrase of post-revolutionary France was that ‘to govern is

to anticipate’: it drew attention to the legacy of the monarchy and to the

promises and challenges of the new political regimes. It focused attention on
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linear or cumulative time and the need to plan for change. In this context, the

legitimacy of public policy comes from the mastery of time and the promethean

task of shaping the future. Moreover, to anticipate involves drawing lessons

from the past to prepare in the present the solutions for forthcoming problems.

Hence, public policy in ordinary times develops protocols and procedures to

guide and bound decision-makers. Much of democratic governance involves

giving accounts as a means to evaluate and retroactively legitimate policy-

making in order to justify the potential of a renewed mandate. In case of failure,

to avoid blame (Weaver, 1986), incumbents can claim that they followed due

process, argue that they prepared for contingency or that their ability to reform

was restricted by decisions and commitments made by their predecessors. In

this vein, policymaking involves following a clearly marked path heading to an

agreed destination. Such justifications are weaved in narratives, encapsulated in

evocative signs.

The predictability of electoral cycles weighs on public policy, not only

because it stimulates the production of electoral manifestos as collections of

policy commitments, but also because it gives a strategic advantage to incum-

bents who can plan the rolling out of policies to bolster their support and

facilitate their re-election. Symbolic policy decisions are thus also coordinated

with career plans and political ambitions: it is one of the parameters taken into

account by politicians and their advisors as they try and combine a symbolic

language that articulates the institutional roles they embody, the persona they

want to be identified with, the trajectory and biography they are trying to

construct, and to participate in a grand national narrative that will allow them

to reach, or remain in, power, but also to leave a trace in history. For instance,

the young Chilean President, Gabriel Boric, elected in December 2021 repre-

sents a coalition of left-wing parties. He manifests his rejection of the elites that

have ruled the country through his dressing style. For instance, he never wears

a tie and considers that this choice demarcates him from his conservative and

neoliberal opponents. It is also the electoral cycle that fuels the blame games of

contemporary politics and the strategic decisions of incumbents and oppositions

to attribute blame for policy failure, to take responsibility for decisions, or to try

and diffuse attention or deny the very existence of a policy problem (Boin,

’t Hart, and McConnell, 2009). Such jousting is a framing competition in which

opponents attempt to impose their own interpretation of events, thereby legi-

timising the solutions that they advocate.

Regardless of whether time is unidirectional or circular, public policy is not

only about building from experience to construct a future, but also about

responding to contingency and making the most of it to present a rationale for

it. Consequently, time is ‘both a producer and a product of political intervention.
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It is constitutive of political identities, processes, and actions’ (Jarvis, 2022: 27).

It is thus used creatively by political leaders. President Macron’s interest in

drawing from the symbolic repertoire of French history has been widely

commented, including his alleged desire to be ‘maître des horloges’ – to control

time by bringing history into the present4 but also by controlling the political

agenda. His ambition has been challenged by a succession of unpredicted

events: the rebellion of the ‘Gilets jaunes’, the Covid pandemic, and the wars

in Ukraine and in Palestine. In the next section, we focus on situations of crisis

to illustrate how specific notions of time are constitutive of the social construc-

tion of crises, the importance actors give to context and time in tailoring their

messages, and their use of the symbolic in the process.

6.2 Symbolic Policy in the Time of Emergency

The literature on crisis is vast, and not our focus here. It has highlighted how

crisis is constructed through the production of narratives of time, involving

ideas about temporal discontinuity, logics of directional change or circularity

that draw from the national imaginaries of selective memories about the past

and projections into the future. Crisis management, thus, involves symbolic

work at every stage, including the definition of the crisis itself (Hay, 1996; Boin,

’t Hart, and McConnell, 2009).

Focusing events (to use a more neutral term) provide opportunities to observe

symbolic policy decisions taken under stressed conditions – this is a situation of

‘time compression’ (Boin et al., 2010: 3) – in which, by definition, normal

processes are suspended, and little can be taken for granted. Established pro-

cedures and precedents may be available and provide templates for responses,

but they may not be fully adapted. Furthermore, there is relatively little time to

consider alternatives as circumstances evolve rapidly and the responses of other

actors are difficult to fully anticipate. During such periods, different chrono-

types (Bender and Wellbery, 1991) can be used in conjunction. The analysis of

official British discourses at different stages of the pandemic illustrates how the

significance of the situation is initially played down (‘difficult times’) before

being represented as ‘the worst of times’ in a lifetime or since the war for the UK

and globally (Jarvis, 2022: 31). Shifting constructions of exceptionality provide

justification for political decisions and their reversal, for the speed of action, and

for setting a ‘new normal’.

Considering such constructions of time allows us to reassess the fluidity of

context and how governments contribute to create a liminal moment in which a

decisive intervention can shape future outcomes. It connects with the processual

4 Jeanneney, cited in «Centenaire du 11Novembre »,VirginieMalingre,LeMonde, 04November 2018.
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analysis advocated by Victor Turner, who studied ‘social dramas’ (Turner,

1995). He argued that all social groups follow similar processes when con-

fronted with a breach of what they take for granted. Such situations (whatever

their causes) lead to moments of intense turmoil until a resolution is found. Four

(analytic) stages can be heuristically distinguished: the rupture that destroys the

everyday normality; followed by a liminal period of chaos and upheaval where

the social group scrambles to understand the situation; which leads to the

articulation of reparatory responses, both practical and symbolic; and the final

emergence of a new normal.

In the early moments of fluid contexts, the compression of time suspends the

established modes of interactions and political debates. With an eye on how

public opinion will judge their actions, and temporarily deprived of alternative

sources of reliable information, both the media and the Opposition turn to the

Executive, which benefits from an unusual advantage. Collaborators of the

French President comment that such a time lag has shrunk from a couple of

weeks to a few hours: thus, even if the Executive has the initial hand in

articulating a ‘narrative of what happened’, it has become indispensable to

‘feed the beast’ according to the Chiefs of staff of the Prime Minister (PM)

and the President (PR) in 2015 (interviews June 2015). Therefore, the Executive

provides a drip of news items: photos and footages, interviews, and soundbites,

or press releases to show decision-makers absorbed in operations (President’s

Press Officer, June 2015). In January 2015, the President arrived within an hour

near the Charlie Hebdo offices, where he talked briefly to journalists. Cautious

reactions were communicated to the press, formally or not, by opinion leaders

throughout the day.

Over time, it becomes more difficult to control the inevitable and growing

cacophony of interpretations (Baum and Groeling, 2010). As the hunt for the

assassins started, news channels chased police investigators –making great use

of the competition between rival forces to leak information (as well as false

information) – sometimes arriving on location before them and having a phone

conversation with the hostage taker before informing the police. They were so

effective that the Prime Minister’s Office acknowledged following develop-

ments both through the live feed of news channels and phone contacts with the

forces on the ground (interview June 2015).

In the aftermath of the January attacks, several events were planned to acknow-

ledge the shock, coordinate a collective response, and heal the nation. Collaborators

explain how some of these were drawn from precedent: minutes of silence are

routinely organised in French (and European) schools since 2001; flags are trad-

itionally lowered asmarks of respect; schedules are reshuffled and used to signal the

importance of something or someone. Some of these (including the minute of
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silence in all public services) were announced on the evening of the first attack for

the following day. The intention was to demonstrate – in the flesh and the lived

experience of the participants – the existence of a community of mourning

(Ledoux, 2022) and to show how quickly the executive was responding. The

next day, the media broadcast and commented on the short ceremonies, allowing

thosewho could not attend in person to vicariously experience the ritual. Yet, timing

is important: in the rush to set up the minute of silence, the government created

confusion in schools which had no time to prepare.Moreover, further shootings and

a hostage situation complicated the operational management. The media widely

reported on the few isolated incidents, exposing them as cracks in the serenity of the

moment, to the point that communication advisors mentioned them as the only

serious mistake they could see in their management of the crisis. It is possible that

because the state routinely organises homage ceremonies for personnel killed in the

line of duty, it overlooked the complexity of such an event in schools. If these

symbolic responses were largely routine, the 11 Januarymarch was not. Despite the

emergency and the pressure of time, it is indeed sometimes necessary to innovate or

to adapt existing symbolic tools to respond appropriately to an ongoing crisis

(Section 5).

6.3 Symbolic Policies, Long-Term, and Cyclical Time

Finally, it is useful to consider how repetition – how an isolated event

becomes part of a series – bears on the symbolic choices made by govern-

ments in emergency situations. Indeed, Oscar Wilde warned us that ‘to lose

one parent (. . .) may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose both looks like

carelessness’.5 There are many occasions on which incumbents have an

interest in presenting a policy failure – or a focusing event that may be

interpreted as one – as an isolated incident. Yet, in 2015, the Government

did the opposite and warned that there would be replications. It argued that it

was unlikely that all ISIS-related attacks could be folded. Taking such

a public position despite the criticism of the Opposition (particularly of the

far-right) was a means to deflect future attribution of blame in case of

repetition and a spur for further preparations. In anticipation, the

Government requested a National Defence report on how to respond to

a future major incident. When disaster struck, it was presented to the media

to demonstrate preparedness (Section 4).

Interestingly, the plan included symbolic actions that would show that the

government was doing more and better. Several suggestions were indeed imple-

mented in November, such as declaring a state of emergency, stepped-up military

5 The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1.
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action, and the convening of the Congress in Versailles. The latter demonstrates

reflections on the textbook closure of the January social drama with a speech by

the PM in front of the National Assembly (simultaneously with the Interior

Minister addressing the Senate), a rhetorical tour de force coining an expression

that endured (‘l’esprit du 11 janvier’), which was met with a standing ovation.

However, the PM’s role during the preceding week had been discrete, reflecting

the constitutional order. His speech was interesting because it brought closure to

the political sequence of events – even though it onlymarked the beginning of the

learning and accountability tasks. FollowingTurner’s analytic framework,we can

identify distinct phases: the breach (with attacks on symbolic targets on three

consecutive days); the chaos (whilst the assassins were hunted); the reparation

(the Republican March, the international meeting of Interior ministers, the hom-

age to the victims, and the ceremony at the Prefecture in memory of the police

forces killed); and finally the political resolution presented in a carefully worded

speech framing the March as a moment of communion and as the demonstration

of the nation’s high spirit.

In January, the President had been seen but not heard. In November, as set out

in the plan, Hollande promptly gathered the two houses of Parliament for

a rallying speech. He announced a military response in Syria, a state of

emergency, a call to citizens to join the civic reserve, and a constitutional reform

including the removal of French citizenship from convicted terrorists

(Section 2). These policies were addressed to distinct audiences and carried

a variety of messages: they were drawing the boundaries of the national

community; asserting the might of the state and the determination of the

Executive; creating opportunities to partake in national defence; and supposed

to bolster political unity.

Lastly, doing better implies a process of learning (and being seen to have

learned) between the different episodes of a crisis (Boin et al., 2010: chapter 6).

The French executive learnt from the mistakes made in January: in November, it

gave schools time to prepare children and their teachers for the minute of silence

(Ledoux, 2022). Repetition erodes the likelihood of ‘rally around the flag

effects’ occurring (Baum, 2002; Williams, Koch, and Smith, 2013). It leads to

a weariness that political authorities must consider in their symbolic manage-

ment of the situation. During the Covid-19 pandemic for instance, citizens were

much more compliant to the rules (lockdown) during the first wave than during

the following ones. And what is true for the people, it is also true for the

Opposition.

When analysing the context in which the management of a particular crisis

takes place, one also needs to consider the proximity to an election. In

January 2015 for instance, no election was scheduled before several months
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and it was easy to lull the Opposition into unusual demonstrations of support for

the incumbent. They joined the Republican March and professed political

loyalty. But in November, however, regional elections were only weeks away.

The Opposition was divided, and their behaviour was guided by their electoral

ambitions: they talked about ‘solidarity with the Government’ instead of

‘national unity’; and if they supported the President during the Versailles

Congress, they launched scathing attacks in the National Assembly two days

later. The citizenship reform was a concession to their demands that contributed

to maintaining a political unity much more fragile than in January. The electoral

landscape had changed by July 2016, when the city of Nice was the target of

another attack. More precisely, the Right was preparing for the November

primary that would select its presidential candidate: local right-wing political

actors with electoral ambition abandoned the pretence of national political

unity. They attacked the failure of the Executive, forcing the President to

adopt a defensive tone in his speeches (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2018).

This section has shown how time and timing weigh on the strategic symbolic

policy decisions that are available and how those are selected and deployed by

public authorities. The comparative analysis of the French Government’s

responses to the terrorist attacks of 2015 and 2016 illustrates how such policies

are designed based on available procedures and experiences, but also adapted to

context-specific needs. Those needs include the parameters of a given situation

and extend to political and strategic considerations for public actors, as incum-

bents of institutional positions and as individuals or members of teams.

Although we have here focused on exceptional circumstances, it is clear to us

that time and timing are always weighing on symbolic policies. In the next

section, we turn to the agency of public authorities when they choose how to use

the symbolic in the pursuit of their objectives.

7 The Symbolic, Structure, and Agency

We have seen in previous sections that the symbolic is a ubiquitous, enduring,

and pervasive feature of public policy. It is taken very seriously by political

actors despite being neglected by analysts. We have also argued that crises are

good opportunities to observe the symbolic choices made by policymakers –we

take this category as inclusive and consider that our analytic frame is potentially

applicable to a diversity of contexts (national or subnational or community

level) in which policies are produced. In this section, we consider how and why

leaders pursuing similar objectives use quite different references and symbolic

practices from a country to another. For instance, as the pandemic hit European

countries in early 2020, national leaders sought to obtain the support and the
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compliance of their population, yet they invoked distinct collective memories of

the past to convey the magnitude of the crisis and prepare their citizens for

unpopular decisions. Indeed, contrasting the symbolic work performed by

governments underlines the existence of national repertoires derived from the

imaginaries and political institutions, as well as choices. To make sense of their

symbolic policy decisions, we argue that we need to consider more than the

available repertoires and also take into account leaders’ agencies and character-

istics. We thus discuss the influence of leaders’ skills, of their institutional

settings, and of the specific context on their actions and decisions.

7.1 Repertoires of Symbolic Action

Charles Tilly seminally coined the phrase ‘repertoires of collective action’

(Tilly, 1995; 2004) the array of practices which have been tried and tested by

previous social movements and are available to newcomers as they decide what

are the best means to defend their cause. He argued that, at any given time,

social movement entrepreneurs choose the more appropriate actions from

a bank of available options; that these options are remnants of past political

conflicts and have been shaped by their institutional and political contexts; that

these options are adopted and adapted as well as enriched with new stratagems

and innovations. The notion of repertoire draws attention to continuities and

traditions in the forms of contentious action available to political actors.

We argue that similar patterns can be identified in the realm of symbols used

by public authorities. Confronted with an emergency which may present many

unique features, decision-makers are rarely in uncharted territory and always try

to reduce uncertainty by seeking the existence of a precedent. Thus, they turn to

pre-existing protocols and procedures that have worked in prior comparable

circumstances and might be expected by the population. We call ‘repertoires of

symbolic action’ the stock of images, narratives, objects, traditions, buildings,

practices, representations, songs, gestures, and historical references that are

available to political authorities and from which they draw, often routinely.

Some symbols or references are shared by European countries – notably

because they derive from the nature of the liberal representative regime, from

the intense historical connections between them, or are upheld as democratic

values enshrined in the European Union. Yet, if we consider individual coun-

tries, these repertoires are also quite different: even in a small region of the

world such as Europe, historical events have been experienced differently and

national cultures are shaped by cultural, religious, social, and political cleav-

ages. The national imaginaries are thus linked to processes of state construction

and narratives about it: for example, the existence of temporal ruptures through
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revolution or crisis; independence, secession, or merger; military occupation,

defeat or victory; the adequation between national, political, or administrative

boundaries; the existence of ethnic, linguistic or religious minorities; concep-

tions of the individual and her relationship with the community; of industrial-

isation; of welfare provisions. This literature is simply too vast to do it justice.

It is interesting to briefly contrast here countries that can claim a long history

as a nation state, such as France and the UK, to others in which the current state

is a relatively recent creation, such as Germany or Italy. For the former, the

symbolic of the state involves historic palaces, gilded furniture, ceremonial

guards, pomp, and ceremony surrounding monarchs and presidents. By con-

trast, despite its rich cultural heritage, Italy was only united in the second part of

the nineteenth century. D’Azeglio, who contributed to the creation of modern

Italy, wrote in his memoirs: ‘unfortunately we have made Italy, but we have not

created the Italians’ (Cheles and Sponza, 2001: 1). Strong local-level dynamics

undermine the capacity of the state and regionalism weakens national political

culture because it generally entails the development of rival and antagonistic

political liturgy (Ridolfi, 2012). Moreover, after WWII, political authorities

worked hard to distance themselves from the legacy of fascism, which had tried

to impose a ‘civic religion’ (Pécout, 2009; Lazar, 2014). Consequently, Italy has

largely been characterised by the opposition between Christian Democrats and

the socialist-communist subculture – ‘two hostile nations that face each other’

(Musiedlak, 1995: 60). These tensions have not been resolved by the creation of

the ‘Second Republic’ in the 1990s and television, which became central during

the Berlusconi era, durably undermined the construction of an agreed national

narrative (Ridolfi, 2012: 434–435). However, since 1998, several laws have

imposed the use of the national flag and of the national anthem, promoted

historic monuments, introduced a Republic Day, and created civil ceremonies,

thereby contributing to the construction of a new ‘republican patriotism’

(Ridolfi, 2012: 424–425). In a context characterised by the paucity of shared

symbols, one can understand Conte invoking hugs (abbracciarsi) as the sign of

a return to normality – a practice uniting Italians but banned by sanitary rules

(Boussaguet, Faucher, and Freudlsperger, 2023). However, it was significant

that President Mattarella talked about national pride and that Italians spontan-

eously started singing the national anthem on balconies and decorated their

houses with the national flag.

To find uncontested and positive symbols of national identity is also

a challenge in Germany, due to the Federal Republic’s need to create a clear

opposition to the past: the Prussian Empire (seen as imperialist and undemo-

cratic), the Weimar Republic (seen as precarious and unstable), the Third Reich

(for obvious reasons), and the (East) German Democratic Republic (an
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authoritarian regime) are all regarded as counter-examples and do not represent

today a source of political identification in Germany (Greiffenhagen, M. and

Greiffenhagen, S. 2002). Moreover, the over-use of symbols in earlier, failed

systems also contributed to the German repertoire of symbolic actions being

both ahistorical and sparse (Lübbe, 1981). The Ersatz symbolic culture devel-

oped to compensate for the lack of acceptable national symbols was built on

democratic values such as consensus-orientation, rationality, accountability,

and transparency. In this sense, there are still clear reverberations of the

Protestant tradition to be found in the Federal Republic’s political and symbolic

culture (Berg-Schlosser and Rytlewski, 1993: 228). This sobriety is at play in

the Berlin Republic’s political architecture (Barnstone, 2004: 2) as well as in the

staging of governmental politics during the Covid pandemic. Angela Merkel’s

televised address of 16 March serves as a good example: the Chancellor’s desk,

two flags, and the Reichstag in the background. That was all the symbolism the

chancellery deemed necessary or appropriate for the occasion.

An interesting contrast is to be found in the historical references used to

impress citizens with the magnitude of the pandemic crisis and the resilience of

the country: Conte referred to the collapse of the Genoa bridge (in August 2018)

to remind Italians of their capacity to stand together, while military metaphors

and memories of WWII dominated in France and in the UK. The virus was

depicted as ‘the enemy’ and the healthcare systems presented as ‘the frontline’

in the battle against it; Macron called for a ‘general mobilisation’, announced

the deployment of a field hospital and army support for hospitals (12March 20),

and repeated six times ‘we are at war’ in a single speech (16March 2022). In the

UK, references to the war reflected the growing severity of the situation:

Johnson initially announced that his government ‘must act like any wartime

government’ and, a few days later, was confronted with ‘the most terrible threat

faced by the country since 1945’. Finally, memories of the war were prompted

by Queen Elizabeth’s speech delivered on 5 April, the day her Prime Minister

was hospitalised. The Queen remembered her first ever radio broadcast (during

the Blitz) and concluded her intervention with a comforting ‘we will meet

again’, directly quoting a popular wartime song.

7.2 The Agency of Policymakers

If the symbolic management of a crisis is highly influenced by the existence of

national, distinctive repertoires of symbolic action, it is not fully determined by

them. Indeed, we need to reintroduce the agency of policymakers, who select

from these available options according to their interpretation of the situation and

in relation to their objectives. Moreover, it is important to note that the existence
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of a well-furnished national repertoire does not necessarily imply fluency or

better use of the symbolic in policymaking or in crisis management. Nor does

the number of symbolic references imply that the messages will be more

appropriately coded and then decoded by the public. Thus, paradoxically, the

most effective mobilisation of the symbolic may not be the feat of the political

actors who are most convinced about the importance of the symbolic dimension

of policy or the keener to connect themselves, or their actions, to a grand or

national narrative. Whilst the proliferation and juxtaposition of symbols – such

as in the staging of the State of the Union speech, the Queen’s speech, or the

rarer French President’s address to the Congress in Versailles – is not detrimen-

tal to their evocative powers, it is important to ensure that they are received by

the targeted audiences. Moreover, their power lies in their capacity to imply, to

hint, and thus to elicit cognitive and affective reactions to their associated

meanings. Rhetorically, this often means that the most efficient symbolic

messages are often short, condensed, and elliptical – simple vocabulary, repeti-

tion, references that are immediately recognisable by the many. A symbol that

needs to be explained by press secretaries or journalists is poorly chosen.

We illustrate this with Covid-19-related examples. In March 2020 for

instance, the British Government used the mantra ‘Stay home, Protect the

NHS, Save lives’ to carry practical and symbolic information. It invoked

the National Health Service, an institution established after WWII, to evoke

the solidarity and resilience of the British population. The Government called

on the country to fight together (this time, against the virus) and referred to

a treasured institution that not only protects individuals but needs to be pro-

tected itself. This counteracted the perception that policies pursued by

Conservative governments underfunded and undermined the NHS. It was

reinforced by Johnson’s gratitude to the health service, made credible by his

recovery from a Covid infection in an NHS hospital. The NHS thus became part

and parcel of British greatness, and a symbol of resistance to the pandemic.

Interestingly, Johnson also thought it important to draw attention to national

solidarity, declaring ‘there is such a thing as society’ and directly contradicting

Thatcher’s famous quote (‘there’s no such thing as society’, 1987).

On the contrary, too many references or allusive ones that are not widely

understandable may cause the leaders to miss their objectives in their attempt to

harness the symbolic. President Macron’s rhetoric during the first wave of the

Covid pandemic was at times obscure. He picked historic references that made

little sense to many citizens, either because they are too dated (and could only be

understood by generations who knew the title of the 1944 program of the French

Resistance) or because he referred to them in such an allusive way that they

could not be easily deciphered. For instance, in the same speech, he alluded to
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the 1789 Declaration of Rights of Man and of the Citizen by barely mentioning

‘these words, the French people wrote them more than 200 years ago’ and he

hinted at the end of WWII with ‘the concord’ and ‘better days’. The prolifer-

ation of symbolic references and the juxtaposition of war and of daily life

(errands, readings, and dog walking) also muddled the message. Finally,

Macron indulged in several long (twice the length of his European counterparts)

formal TV speeches, including many references to the Nation and historical

moments, and involving a careful staging with props. All this did not achieve

a better communication outcome than Merkel, with her single, sober, and short

televised intervention. In fact, the symbolic is interesting as a communication

device because it makes possible to say little while implying much more. It

relies on interpretative ambiguities: marches without signs or songs allow

maximum participation of people, who would disagree if meanings were expli-

cit. More is not always better.

7.3 Leadership Styles and Personas

Whereas the crisis-management literature generally uses ‘a more task-related

than person-related perspective on crisis leadership’ (Boin et al., 2010: 9), we

argue here that symbolic policies bear the mark of the personality and the

qualities of those who choose them (Helms, 2012; Rhodes and Hart, 2016).

By reference to the notion developed in the literature on public performance

(Gaffney, 2014; Finlayson, 2021), we propose to take into account the ‘perso-

nas’ of the leaders who choose and enact these policies.

Scholars of political leadership consider three dimensions that contribute to

defining individual styles (Cerny, 1988; Drake, 2002). The first dimension relates

to the rules pertaining to the institutional role of the leader, which frame and shape

her actions. Indeed, ‘the embedded norms and institutional characteristics (. . .)

markedly constrain the range of responses that public leaders can consider and

implement’ (Boin et al., 2010: 8). The nature of the political system (presidential

or parliamentary) and the unitary or federal structure of the state provide the

‘constitutional staging of performances’ (Finlayson, 2021: 10). The French

President, who is both the head of state and the chief of the executive in

a unitary and centralised state, commands resources far in excess of what the

German Chancellor can yield as the head of a federal government. Indeed, whilst

Macron could present himself as the ultimate ‘decider’ in 2020, Merkel played

a different part – though not necessarily less effective or decisive – as arbiter and

negotiator coordinating the policies of the Länder.

The second dimension refers to the broader context that surrounds the leader.

It includes what the Germans call the Zeitgeist, the defining spirit or mood of
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a particular period of history, the trends and fashions, the ideas, and beliefs of

the time. Information and communication technologies, the party system, and

ideological cleavages also contribute to shaping the context. They guide, for

instance, how the leadership will address the population. In 1953, the decision

to broadcast the coronation of Elizabeth II transformed the sovereign’s relation

to her people, just as, over twenty years prior, President Roosevelt had used the

radio to engage in ‘fireside chats’ with the American people (Roosevelt, 2008).

In 2020, political leaders used social media (Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, etc.)

alongside more traditional channels to address citizens. This has allowed them

to reach different segments of the population, such as the young and urban who

tend to shun both radio and television. Finally, the third dimension includes the

leader’s skills: her resourcefulness, her knowledge and abilities, her personality,

her experiences and educational background, her personal story.

Yet, a fourth, performative dimension is still missing: indeed, political

leadership is expressed in a dynamic relation between the actor and her public.

To be effective, ‘it is often not enough merely to possess certain qualifications,

skills, or characteristics; one has to convincingly show them as well as tell

people about them’ (Finlayson, 2021: 475). Gofman demonstrated how the

stylisation of the role is as important to a professional as her expertise and

knowledge: she must impress or give a good impression of competence on top

of being competent (Goffman, 1990). Leaders are expected to show leadership,

to engage in an interaction with their audience, and to be convincing. In a crisis,

one may note a rally-around-the flag effect, which amounts to a temporary

credit given to the incumbent, but this credit will only last so long as she can

maintain the impression that she is doing her job well. Her rhetorical abilities –

although the talent of speechwriters surely helps – combine with personal

attributes and character.

In France, the atypical political regime combines a parliamentary system with

a strong presidential figure endowed with remarkable powers, particularly when

he also commands a parliamentary majority. Moreover, in creating such

a powerful institution in 1958, De Gaulle granted the role with ceremonial and

symbolic attributes of the state. The President is constitutionally in charge of

security and international affairs and is as such the ‘father of the Nation’. He is the

first of the French and the incarnation of the will of the people because he is

directly elected (since 1962). Of course, incumbents have tried to impart their

own personal style on their presidency and endeavoured to distinguish themselves

from their predecessors – even if this personal style is ultimately constrained by

its institutional function. Sarkozy’s hyperactivity and his penchant for celebrities

contributed to an incarnation of the Presidency as a super Prime Minister in

charge of everyday and everybody’s affairs. In reaction, Hollande decided to
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perform the opposite and declared he would be « normal » (Gaffney, 2015).

Macron, in turn, criticised the idea of an ordinary man being at the helm and

explained that his ambition was to restore the historic and majestic dimension of

the presidential role. He spelt out his hierarchical interpretation of the role in press

interviews. For him, ‘the presidential function needs to be performed by someone

who must lead the society thanks to convictions, actions and by giving a clear

meaning to their approach’.6 Indeed, his electoral victory in May 2017 was the

opportunity for an impressive show in the central courtyard of the Louvre.7 So

much so that his performance has been called ‘Jupiterian’.

It is therefore little surprising that Macron has seized the opportunities

offered by the management of successive crises. He peppers his speeches with

historical references, delivers them from the golden surroundings of the Élysée,

and presents himself as the strict father protecting the French people. In

March 2020, he posed as commander-in-chief in a ‘war’ against an ‘enemy’;

he called his fellow citizens to a ‘sacred union’ and pleaded for a ‘general

mobilisation’. The war lexicon was backed by his physical performance: the

solemn tone, the admonition of those tempted not to abide by his rulings, the

fines distributed by the police to those who did so. The rhetoric was intended to

impress a sense of urgency and to characterise the magnitude of the crisis. It also

served to justify the suspension of individual freedoms. By comparison, when

Hollande was confronted to terrorism, he comported himself as a ‘normal’ –

read low key – president but his symbolic performance was none the lesser: he

was seen rather than heard; he spoke little and let symbols convey ambiguous

but oecumenical messages (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2017: 178).

To understand Angela Merkel’s leadership style, one needs to take into

account the institutional context as well as the intersectional personality traits

(Davidson-Schmich, 2011: 332) that contributed to shaping her persona. Let us

consider how these features may influence how she consequently uses the

symbolic. First, she was brought up in an authoritarian regime in which freedom

of speech was restricted and where flamboyance and extraversion could be

dangerous. Yet, in the socialist Republic, higher expectations were placed on

women playing a role among the workforce and in public life than in the Federal

Republic. Secondly, Merkel received a religious education (her father was

a Lutheran pastor) rather than a socialist Jugendweihe (coming of age cere-

mony) which amounted to an unusual upbringing in the generally atheist

German Democratic Republic. Her socialisation influenced her relationship to

power, teaching her distance, humility, and sobriety.Moreover, Merkel received

6 Challenges, 16 October 2016. See also Le Monde, 04 November 2018.
7 www.youtube.com/watch?v=2cJh_v5mmuc.
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a PhD in Physics and her approach to public policy problems has often been

described as non-dogmatic, informed, and rational. She herself describes this

process as ‘think, consult, decide’ (Davidson-Schmich, 2011: 333). Whilst she

showed as Chancellor an aversion to a ‘too overt leadership role’, she performed

it with steadfastness. During the pandemic, she adopted a sober approach and

a didactic tone. She presented scientific evidence to justify measures intended to

curb the spread of the pandemic. She introduced corrections to ineffective

policies and emphasised the complexity and fluidity of an ever-evolving situ-

ation. She endeavoured to be a non-political expert (unpolitischer Fachmann),

a role that was facilitated by the nature of the German State.

7.4 Learning How to Deploy the Symbolic

As we have seen, symbolic policy choices are influenced by the repertoire of

symbolic action, by the personas and individual strategies of the decision-makers,

and, finally, by the contingent circumstances and the specificity of the situation. It

is interesting to consider how experience, in turn, may impact policy choices and

decisions relative to the use of the symbolic. Such learning effects may affect the

persona of the leader, the evaluation of the role of the symbolic, and how to do so.

One can expect that isolated incidents are more likely to lead to the reproduction

of previous responses. When a situation emerges, indeed, one of the first tasks of

advisors and staff is to look at precedent, to seek ready-made policies that have

passed the test of time and could be adopted or adapted easily. Repetition, but also

experience of previous uses of the symbolic more generally, may alter the attitude

and expectations of policymakers, and of their teams.

When Hollande was elected President, he announced his intention to remain

‘close to the people and able to understand them’ (TV debate, 2 May 2012). To do

so, he intended to shun the pomp and the ceremony of office, to be ‘normal’. He

soon had to renounce the idea of living in his own flat and using the Elysée as an

office, but he nevertheless resisted changing many of the habits and relationships

he had developed. He reluctantly accepted the protocol and the rules that govern

the office of the Presidency (Gaffney, 2015). He may have been the least likely to

embrace the emphatic part expected of a President, yet when Paris was hit by

terrorists in January 2015, he endorsed the habit and the role, as we’ve seen earlier.

Yet, when a third major attack hit France (in Nice) on 14 July 2016, the

symbolic responses planned by the government were deliberately low key

because opinion research had warned that they were likely to be confronted

with a backlash. By then, the rhetoric of national unity and solidarity or the

consoling gestures of mourning could no longer uphold the world-as-if the state

could protect against violence: they appeared as ‘merely symbolic’. This is not
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so much because the rituals were any different but because the repetition of

drama had changed the attitude of the audience. Rituals are often seen as

contributing to the status quo and upholding the legitimacy of power holders,

but they are also opportunities for challenge (Dirks, 1992). Indeed, the Prime

Minister was booed at a ceremony held locally a few days later whilst the

President played it safe: he walked to the Interior Ministry for a minute of

silence in the company of police officers. He only travelled to the site itself three

months later.

Similarly, during the Covid-19 pandemic, some political actors drew lessons

from their experiences and/or learnt from abroad. Thus, some leader personas

changed through time, which contributed to different symbolic strategies.

Macron’s management of the Covid crises illustrates this rather well. In

March 2020, he adopted a ‘Jupiterian’ posture: he sought to guide and reassure

by embodying the verticality of power and multiplying complex and obscure

historical references. A few months later, as the second wave arrived, he

abandoned the grand national narrative: he adopted a more direct and horizontal

style, closer to the tone adopted by his colleagues during the first wave in Italy,

Germany and in the UK. It is therefore crucial not to consider the leader’s

persona as a static variable.

We have seen in this section how policymakers draw inspiration for symbolic

responses from an existing repertoire of tried and tested symbols, that their

choices are guided by institutional context and the specificities of the policy-

problem at hand. We have argued that these choices can be better understood if

one also considers the personas decision-makers seek to perform. Finally, the

duration of the crisis or its repetition are also constraints. What is an appropriate

response to an isolated event loses its efficacy with repetition – successive

attacks or waves of the pandemic (Section 6).

8 The Effects of the Symbolic

So far, we have shown how policymakers use the symbolic to conveymessages to

their audiences and that their efforts imply an expectation that these are poten-

tially effective strategies. Yet, the precise effects of using the symbolic in public

policy may be all the more difficult to measure as it is impossible to prove causal

relationships between policy decisions and the evolution of public attitudes and

citizens’ representations and perceptions. We suggest exploring strategies to

effectively make this kind of evaluation and present studies attempting to assess

these effects. Our approach involves delving into counterfactuals, suggesting that

one can infer impacts by contrasting anticipated and actual public reactions in

response to the symbolic messages articulated by those in power. Additionally,

52 Public Policy

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.191.233.74, on 25 Dec 2024 at 07:38:58, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
https://www.cambridge.org/core


we highlight effects uncovered through public opinion research and advocate for

an approach centred on policy reception.

8.1 What Effects Are to Be Expected from Symbolic Policy?

As we have seen in Section 1, the symbolic is an interesting resource for those in

power because it combines two different dimensions that may have an effect on

citizens: a cognitive one and an emotional one. The first dimension is useful

because it relies on condensed meanings. It thus allows the parsimonious expres-

sion of complex notions that could not be easily, or innocuously, spelt out.

Moreover, such capacity to condense diverse, and sometimes contradictory,

meanings implies that they can be perceived and interpreted quite independently

by different social groups. The second dimension relates to the emotional reson-

ance of symbols. Turner, amongst others, considers that they trigger reactions and

drive action (Turner, 1987). They, for instance, contribute to signal the appropri-

ate behavioural response to participants and audiences (Mariot, 2001). However,

the observation of institutionalised behaviour, such as waving and cheering the

President on official visits, should be analysed with caution. Although it is

tempting to interpret the cheers as the expression of enthusiasm or support,

Mariot warns against the illusion of inferring the emotions experienced by the

crowd. As political analysts, we are better focusing on their political and social

effects (Collins, 2004). Symbols serve as signposts or markers of identities,

institutions, and solidarities. In some contexts, like situations of crisis, the very

absence of expected symbolic action or artefact is likely to be noticed: failing to

perform some of the symbolic actions that the public anticipates has been shown

to be damaging for the incumbent. Not landing in New Orleans after Hurricane

Katrina was for instance a major symbolic error of G.W. Bush. It was taken as an

offense by victims and seen as indicative of a failure to perform the required

presidential role (Boin, Brown, and Richardson, 2019). Many other leaders have

come to regret not responding appropriately to crisis situations by not visiting the

site or leaving to others the task of expressing empathy.

There is another dimension of symbolic public action that derives from the

cognitive pole and the polysemy of symbols. When public authorities use them,

they may be expecting the invocation and activation of specific repertoires of

meanings in the targeted publics. As we have argued, political actors are well

aware of the potential effects of using symbols. Whilst we have mostly talked

about symbols that policymakers draw from existing repertoires (Section 7),

others are constructed anew to be used as policy instruments. The European

Union is an interesting case in point as it is a relatively recent creation and

a hybrid institution that has deliberately chosen, and worked hard, to establish
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symbols to represent itself, such as a flag, an anthem, a motto, or Europe Day.

This ‘symbol’ policy has been quite successful: the majority of European

citizens recognise them, correctly associate them with the EU, and express

some positive feelings towards Europe as an abstract idea (Foret and Trino,

2022). Interestingly, member states have been reluctant to yield to the EU the

right to adopt attributes that would be too ‘state-like’ and going as far as

removing them from the 2007 Treaty! The paradox is that, whilst they are

recognised, they remain ‘floating signifiers’ allowing anyone to project their

own vision (Foret and Trino, 2022: 4). The European Union is also a good

example of the instrumentalisation of symbols for policy objectives: it has

created over ninety distinct prizes (for research and innovation, economic

governance, environmental, and territorial policies) that it uses to mobilise

civil society in a market-driven conception of policymaking (Foret and

Vargovčíková, 2021). Similar policies were developed by the New Labour

governments in the UK at the end of the 1990s to govern behaviours (Faucher-

King and Le Galès, 2010). However, they combined carrots and sticks (rewards

and punishments) to reduce the inherent ambiguity of the tool.

The fact that symbols can be interpreted differently introduces complexity

and a degree of uncertainty in policy decisions. For instance, a message read by

some as reaffirming the existence and cohesion of the group may be understood

by others as drawing group boundaries and therefore contributing to exclusion-

ary moves. The failure of Hollande’s constitutional reform proposal in

November 2015 illustrates well the divergent reactions of political groups to

new citizenship rules for dual nationals. The proposal had been tested in opinion

surveys by the Service d’Information du Gouvernement (SIG) for several

months and proven to be widely supported. It had been repeatedly demanded

by the right-wing opposition. It was quickly included in the presidential speech

to Congress after the November attacks in 2015 as a political concession with

little impact, likely considered to be uncontroversial. However, the Élysée had

overlooked that the policy clashed with the ideals of its parliamentary majority.

Consequently, it triggered a cascade of emotional debates, the resignation of the

Justice Minister, and much political posturing until the withdrawal of the

reform. ‘Symbolic’ policies, in the sense of those that are anticipated to have

little or no effect, may turn out to have major political consequences.

8.2 How Are Effects Studied?

We know that incumbents use the symbolic and anticipate effects that include:

(1) a differential impact on social groups; (2) changes in collective representa-

tions or in the saliency of issues, social categories, and frames; (3) and changes
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in behaviours. But what about the evaluation of such effects? How are these

assessed by public authorities and by academic research? Is the neglect of the

symbolic dimension of public policy, that we identify in Section 2, linked to the

absence of effects detected by research?

The effects of public policy, and particularly the effects of symbolic public

policy, have featured high on elected politicians’ agenda, eager to sustain their

support amongst the electorate. Since the 1930s in the US for instance, the

executive branch of government has paid significant and growing attention to

public opinion. The White House benefits from a large opinion research budget

for quantitative and qualitative surveys as well as a dedicated team of experts

(Druckman and Jacobs, 2015). Information about the state of public opinion is

collected and integrated in the preparation and articulation of policy to audi-

ences. Yet, the study of these effects has largely been confined to the profes-

sionalised communication experts and policy advisers, whilst political scientists

working on public opinion have paid little attention to it. One reason for such

limited academic investigations lies with the perceived political sensitivity of

such data collection and the subsequent discretion or evasiveness of public

authorities on the question. Indeed, it is feared, in pluralist systems, that such

information provides undue advantage to those who can access it. Therefore,

governments are timid about acknowledging how much intelligence they have

about public opinion and, even more, how they use what they have to tailor

messages. This is somewhat paradoxical as democratic governments are

expected to be listening to public demands, which they need to assess in order

to develop responsive policies and to communicate them effectively. In France,

for instance, a dedicated service (the Government Information Service or SIG)

exists under the authority of the PrimeMinister, responsible for the coordination

of governmental communication about policies and the collection of informa-

tion about public reactions to said policies. But the revelations that President

Sarkozy spent a considerable budget on opinion surveys dedicated to his

personal political benefit triggered a reaction and subsequent restrictions. In

Germany, revelations about the uses of public opinion by the executive emerged

fortuitously when a journalist required transparency (Belot and Schnatterer,

2021). And in Canada, only oral reports were provided to the executive for fear

that traces could later be found about how public speech is influenced by such

intelligence (Page, 2006).

Public policy studies, as a discipline, have tended to leave the analysis of

policy impact on different publics to specialised subfields of social sciences.

Moreover, policy evaluation has primarily focused on material, economic,

quantifiable effects. However, research on policy implementation now includes

a literature that considers the feedback effects of policy on policymaking
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processes (mediated by the ways in which the target populations are changed),

analyses of the agency of ‘street-level bureaucrats’, and the reception of a policy

by its public (Mettler and Soss, 2004; Lipsky, 2010; Revillard, 2018). We

discuss below some of the research avenues that appear to be promising to

seize the effects of a symbolic policy.

8.3 Is Symbolic Policy Effective?

Research on the US Presidency has benefitted from access to the extensive

Presidential Archives. It sheds interesting light on the ways in which incumbents

aspire to shift or shape public opinion (Jacobs and Shapiro, 2000: 194–195).

Several strategies are used. Firstly, knowledge about the saliency of issues allows

politicians to appear ‘in tune’ with public opinion (Druckman et al., 2004).

Secondly, it is possible to raise the saliency of preferred issues and place them

on the public agenda. The argument is that presidential rhetoric, even in the

absence of policy announcements or ideological positioning, contributes to

raising the attention of the public to the issue (Cohen, 1995; Canes-Wrone,

2006). Another priming effect is linked to the use of symbols of the Presidency

or images of the White House (Druckman and Jacobs, 2015) in order to remind

the audience of the authority or credibility associated with the orator. The influ-

ence of presidential rhetoric on the public agenda is not linked to the fact that it

contains new policy announcements or express ideological positions (Cohen,

1995), content that one would consider to be substantive. On the contrary, the

rise in public attention to some issues is generally due to the fact that they are

mentioned, sometimes in vague and general terms in State of the Union speeches.

Cohen attributes to the President’s authority the lasting impact it has on public

opinion, particularly in the ‘reserved’ domain of foreign affairs. Although he

merely analyses the text (the rhetoric), it is important to note that the speeches

used in his study are ritual events which are staged to underline the power

positions and relations of US governmental institutions. His argument is that

the importance of the issue is reinforced by the credibility of the source and its

authority on the subject matter, which restrains the counter influence of alterna-

tive leaders of opinion. Thirdly, the symbolic can be used tomanipulate or impose

their frames (Chong and Druckman, 2007): for instance, by raising concerns

about terrorism in order to render restrictions on civil liberties acceptable

(Druckman and Jacobs, 2015) or by helping the executive choose more effective

arguments (Heith, 2003). Situations of emergency reinforce such effects because

they create a temporal bubble in which public authorities are often the main

source of credible information, giving them a temporal advantage in the assertion

of their interpretation of the events (Section 6). Fourthly, this can be enhanced by

56 Public Policy

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.191.233.74, on 25 Dec 2024 at 07:38:58, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009290975
https://www.cambridge.org/core


the language of public speeches if it is tailored with phrases and frames that

resonate with their target audience. All things considered, the success of such

efforts appears to be both real and limited (much weaker than authorities would

hope for) (Jacobs and Shapiro, 2000: 27), but the practice remains. For instance,

the French government talked much about the restauration of authority (public,

parental, etc.) in 2024, as they shore up support on the right in anticipation of

a far-right victory in the European parliamentary elections.

In Europe as well, public opinion research has endeavoured to capture the

impact of symbolic policies on citizens’ perceptions and behaviours. We have

looked at the terrorist attacks in Paris and the Covid crisis as key examples in our

analysis. Two studies delve into the impact of the executive’s symbolic policies in

these specific contexts. Firstly, Tiberj, who tracks the long-term trends of attitudes

to minorities in France, notes that the attacks of January 2015 did not reverse the

steady growth of tolerance (Tiberj, 2022), in contrast with shifts in public opinion

after 9/11 in the US. He attributes such a difference to the frames promoted by

public authorities in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks: whilst the US President

insisted on the war against evil and emphasised the responsibility of Islamic

terrorists, his French counterpart focused attention (Section 5) on national unity

and solidarity between faith groups in a bereaved national community (Ledoux,

2022). In contrast, in 2007, his predecessor’s rhetoric against migrants and Islam

had been followed by a temporary decline in the indicators of tolerance (Tiberj,

2022).

Secondly, Anderson uses the fortuitous timing of one wave of a French panel

studies to assess what drove French people to comply with Covid restrictions in

2020: half of the sample was interviewed before the 16March primetime speech in

which President Macron announced lockdown and declared that the country was

‘at war’ with the virus. He finds that the speech played an important role and was

indeed followed by a sizable increase in the take up of governmental instructions.

He, moreover, shows that there were differences between social groups and that

‘views of presidential performance in office mattered only after his highly publi-

cised intervention using the symbols of state power’ (Anderson, 2022: 18): belief

in the executor of political authority contributed to change behaviours in ways that

would have not happened otherwise, as well as also serving coordination.

Anderson speculates that the martial tone has radically raised the awareness of

the public health issue, sharpened the perception of a crisis, and boosted citizens’

sense of duty. Finally, his analysis demonstrates that the impact of the speech

performance varies according to social characteristics, that partisanship plays

a limited role at that stage, and that the state used different means including

persuasive messages to incite compliance. Anderson’s study captures uniquely

and fortuitously the timely treatment of the sampled population received, allowing
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him to demonstrate how citizens respond differently to the messages, the con-

straints and the president’s performance. The ambition of the paper lies however

primarily in describing the effect.

Two other promising strategies must be considered if one wants to investigate

the effects of symbolic policies on different publics. The first one is more

impressionistic. It is quite impossible a posteriori to reconstruct the chains of

causality that would enable us to show, in a convincing way, that the communi-

cation and the symbolic work done by the executive guided and modified

citizens’ perceptions and representations. Using counterfactuals, we can infer

some effects by comparing public reactions to what was anticipated, framed,

and symbolically suggested by those in power. Thus, for instance, we can

interpret the absence of social tensions and of a spiral of intolerance after the

terrorist attacks in the French society as one proof that the executive’s framing

of the events played a part in citizens’ reactions and behaviours. As the

President’s communication advisor explained to us: ‘we can see that it worked

by looking at what did not happen. What did not happen was intercommunal

violence, or a settling of scores’ (Boussaguet and Faucher, 2022: 86).

The second strategy is suggested by Revillard, who proposes to analyse the

perceptions of one policy’s public in order to better understand its reception

(Revillard, 2018). In the wake of the sociology of culture, she argues that an

understanding of the significations attributed to a work of art, or a symbol, are

insufficient to really understand what moves individuals. She advocates empirical

research exploring how individuals receive, interpret, and integrate the policy that

targets them, thereby contributing to the cocreation of its effective implementation

by adapting their behaviours. In other words, the reception of public policy is to be

understood not only as attitudes and social representations, but also as practices,

behaviours, and interactions. Such an approach is thus one of the most promising

avenues of research if one is to evaluate the effects of symbolic policies.

We argued in this section that it is very difficult to demonstrate a causal

relationship between symbolic policy and shifts in social representations or in

political behaviours. Yet, we considered several examples of studies that show

how research can explore the effects of symbolic policy on audiences and therefore

assess whether themessages of policymakers have been interpreted as intended and

the extent to which they are changing how audiences make sense of their actions.

9 Conclusion

This Element argues that the symbolic – a wide array of objects, ideas, and

practices, etc. and their associated meanings – is omnipresent in politics and, if

anything, more visible or noticeable in recent years because political actors and
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the media now regularly refer to it when they talk about political actions. Yet,

we have seen that, for a long time, the symbolic dimension of policy has been

overlooked in policy analysis (Section 2) because it clashes with fundamental

positivist and rationalist ontological assumptions: the symbolic deals with the

intangible (both ideas and emotions are immaterial) and it is difficult to meas-

ure. Moreover, when the symbolic is considered, it is often done narrowly or

implicitly, and its specificity is thus lost. We argued that such a blinkered

approach prevents us from analysing a crucial dimension of political action,

and one that is taken seriously by political actors.

Therefore, the symbolic needs to be brought more into the analysis of politics

and policy. To make this possible, we understand the symbolic in a broad sense

so as to include images, myths, rituals, and narratives, as well as figures of

speech, objects, buildings, or music. We propose to focus on three main

characteristics (Section 1). Firstly, symbols condense meanings. They make it

possible to express ideas – including complex ones – with a simple evocation.

Secondly, the symbolic combines a cognitive content on the one hand, which

refers to beliefs and ideas and allows the expression of ideas that cannot be

easily spelt out; and a physical or embodied register on the other hand, that

stimulates emotions and entices the public to act or react. Thirdly, the symbolic

is above all communication between a source and an audience sharing mean-

ings. Indeed, to consider the symbolic dimension of policies implies that one

considers policies as a dialogue between policymakers and individuals’ percep-

tions through an imaginary – a shared repertoire of representations. We believe

that bringing the symbolic back in policy analysis will allow us to take into

account not only the people who are impacted by the possible material effects of

the policy, but also those whose representations are affected.

We have focused most of our analysis on responses to crises because such

critical junctures suspend life-as-we-know-it, endanger the social order, and ques-

tion the legitimacy of those in charge. Consequently, they require a management in

which the symbolic plays a more crucial role than in other contexts. Thus, we

consider that the situation that comes to be defined as a crisis acts as a magnifying

glass that allows us to understand the role of the symbolic in public policies. We

notably saw that politics works best when it mobilises the symbols that stimulate

trust or that make decision-makers and their decisions appear legitimate and

acceptable (Section 3). This is particularly salient when the latter restrict the

civic and political rights that are at the foundation of liberal democratic systems

(such as the right to protest or freedom of movement during states of emergency).

Whether through inputs (following the will of the people) or outputs (solving

problems and promoting the collective well-being), legitimation always requires

the use of symbols that make-believe in the trustworthiness of those in power.
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Moreover, in a situation of crisis, an important task for the leadership is to respond

to the emotional and practical disruptions that have been created. To do so,

governments engage in symbolic acts that reassure (Section 4) or that bolster

feelings of belonging to a community (Section 5). This involves the mobilisation

of a series of rhetoric tools, narratives, and gestures, some of which are ritualised

(minutes of silence, flags at half mast, etc.), whilst others are adapted or made up to

fit with a given situation (Republican march, the singing of the national anthem on

balconies, etc.).

Unlike the crisis management literature, which adopts ‘a more task-related

than person-related perspective on crisis leadership’ (Boin et al., 2010: 10), and

the ‘rally around the flag literature’, which too often expects a ‘mechanism’

such as a ‘patriotic reflex’ that is neither demonstrated nor explained, we

showed that public authorities take a proactive role and use the symbolic to

bring a social drama to a conclusion. They are the ones who organise rituals and

deliver speeches to maintain, or re-create, the mental image of a united commu-

nity resisting a threat. And their personal skills, as well as their institutional role

and their educational background (Section 7) influence the symbolic work they

develop to respond to a crisis.

This latter point enables us to address the second main contribution of this

Element related to the factors that may affect the symbolic work developed in

times of crisis (Figure 1) – an issue that is not discussed in the crisis manage-

ment literature. Indeed, if all the leaders facing a crisis use the symbolic to

respond to it (notably to legitimate themselves and their decisions, to reassure

the population and to maintain unity amongst the population), what they choose

to do varies. Mainly thanks to a comparative approach – longitudinal in the case

of the terrorist attacks in France in 2015 and spatial for the Covid-19 crisis in

Europe – three main factors have been identified to explain such differences: the

importance of the timing – management of the emergency, duration and repeti-

tion of the crisis, wear phenomena, electoral cycle and the existence of forth-

coming elections (Section 6); the leaders’ persona (personality, background,

institutional role), and the existence of distinct national repertoires of symbolic

action, based on history, political system, and cultures (Section 7). Of course,

these repertoires are analytical tools, they are not fixed once and for all. They

evolve over time because political systems are weakened by internal and

external conflicts and challenges, because political and electoral cycles lead to

significant transformations, because narratives and stories are told about such

changes and the actors involved. For instance, the Italian symbolic repertoire

has been influenced sinceWWII by the rejection of fascism and the will to move

away from its ‘civic religion’ (in which national symbols were preponderant).

Yet, the 2022 parliamentary elections brought neo-fascists (Fratelli d’Italia)
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back into power. Even though the very first moves of the new Prime Minister,

Giorgia Meloni, privilege continuity with the previous government, one can

ponder how her government will bring back the symbolic repertoire of the

fascist era, and the policies it served to legitimise.

Because the symbolic conveys messages to the public who recognise them, it

contributes to making policy a dialogue between policymakers and citizens,

even if it is a conversation in which the former seeks to modify the representa-

tions of the latter by using its knowledge of how audiences are likely to interpret

its coded messages. The successes of such attempts are difficult to measure and

require research designs centred on the analysis of citizens’ representations.

Alternatively, one can consider (Section 8) counterfactuals (comparing public

reactions to what was framed, symbolically suggested, and expected by those in

Influencing Factors
- Leaders' personas (Section 7)

- National repertoires of symbolic action (Section 7)
- Timing (electoral cycle, emergency situation, crisis

repetition, etc.) (Section 6)

Symbolic work
The use of the symbolic in policies

(Sections 1 and 2)

Main Goals Pursued Analysed in This Book
- Legitimacy (Section 3)

- Reassurance (Section 4)
- Unity and solidarity (Section 5)

Effects on Citizens (Section 8)

Figure 1 The use of the symbolic in response to emergency situation
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power); longitudinal panel survey research (and fortuitous timing of surveys);

or a sociological analysis of the reception of individual policies (to understand

how citizens receive, interpret, respond and adapt to them).

We use many examples drawn from extraordinary contexts, such as the pan-

demic and terrorist attacks, because we believe that they make it easier to observe

the symbolic work developed by leaders. But this focus does not mean that the

symbolic is only deployed on such occasions. On the contrary, our argument is that

the symbolic is a (more or less visible) dimension common to all policies: one just

sees this more clearly when things get disrupted. Reassurance, and other govern-

ance objectives such as community building and legitimation are components of

policies developed in ordinary times. For each policy, indeed, governments must

convince that they are in charge; that they know what is in the public interest; that

they protect the community; and that they are trustworthy. But what we observe in

recent years is the extensive use of the rhetoric of crisis in ordinary politics. This

rhetoric has become a useful means to manage everyday political conflicts. The

FrenchConseil de défense is a good example of such symbolic work: it was created

to help determine and coordinate the French policy of security and defence, it has

now been deployed in many new policy sectors – health during the Covid-19

pandemic, climate, biodiversity, and the environment, etc.
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