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ABSTRACT  
 

This study explores the dynamics of visual imageries on political communication focusing especially 
on the political storytelling of Najib Razak. Najib Razak is a contested figure in Malaysian politics. He 
was Malaysia’s 6th Prime Minister and the man responsible for the fall of a 60-year-old government. 
His dynamic political life offers an interesting case for this study. Image type analysis was carried out 
on 94 Instagram postings shared by Najib from March 2018 to January 2019. The results showed 
that Najib actively used Instagram to author his own stories by switching between narratives that 
were personal and political. These narratives depicted Najib as a resilient politician and a proletarian 
leader, an image he used to promote his political comeback. Instagram affords politicians a platform 
to engage in populist politics that celebrates the individual lives of politicians over strict political 
actions. However, this study argues that while populist politics may take the attention away from 
ideological issues that guide a politician’s actions and decisions, it still needs scholarly recognition 
as Instagram and other social media forms are now an inevitable part of political communication.  
Thus this analysis offers a crucial look at the mediatisation and personalisation of politics and 
contributes to the academic literature on social media, storytelling, as well as political communication 
in Malaysia.  
 
Keywords: Instagram, Najib Razak, political communication, political storytelling, 
personalisation  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Malaysians voted for a new ruling government on May 9, 2018. It was a change that took 61 
years in the making. Since claiming independence in 1957, Malaysia has had only one 
government coalition, which was Barisan Nasional. There were many factors that enabled 
Barisan Nasional to stay in power for such a long time. Among others, its dependence on ethnic 
politics, its ability to provide economic stability, and its stronghold over the freedom of speech 
and expression (Chia, Fong & Neo, 2016). However, some (Puthucheary & Othman, 2005; Sani  
& Azizuddin, 2014) claim that the economic prosperity and stability that Barisan Nasional had 
been able to offer was one of the main reasons why many Malaysians were willing to 
accommodate the bias political system for so long. In contrast, many also attributed the fall of 
the Barisan Nasional government to one man—Najib Razak (Abdullah, 2018; Chin & Welsh, 
2019).  

Najib Razak was Malaysia’s 6th Prime Minister who headed the Malaysian government 
for almost a decade (2009–2018). Najib is Malaysian political royalty. His father, Abdul Razak, 
was Malaysia’s prime minister from 1970 to 1976, and his uncle, Hussein Onn, was prime 
minister from 1976 to 1981. Najib started his political life early. In fact, for many years he held 
the record as the youngest politician to hold office and the youngest Chief Minister. At just 23 
years old, Najib was elected into parliament in place of his late father who passed away in 1976. 
In 1982, he became the Chief Minister of Pahang at the age of 29. He served in a number 
of cabinet ministries, including two terms as Minister of Defence (1991–95; 1999–2004) and 
Minister of Education (1995–2000). He was appointed deputy prime minister in 2004. Needless 
to say, Najib is a veteran politician. 

Najib Razak was sworn in as prime minister on April 3, 2009, and became the head of 
the ruling Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition. However by 2015, support for Najib started to 
erode. He became unpopular for introducing the 6% tax on goods and services that was seen by 
the people as financially burdening.  The biggest challenge for Najib came later that year when 
he was implicated in the 1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB) — a Malaysian state-owned 
investment fund— corruption scandal. Labelled as one of the biggest financial scandal in 
history, 1MDB was a RM42 billion-ringgit investment failure involving impropriety and 
corrupt practices that saw RM2.3 billion ringgit being wired into Najib’s personal account. To 
his defence, Najib claimed that the money was a donation from a Saudi prince and had nothing 
to do with 1MDB (Gabriel, 2018). Most Malaysians rejected his justification and this became 
a huge opportunity for opposition parties to wrest the peoples’ support from Najib and Barisan 
Nasional.  

In the midst of the scandal, Mahathir bin Mohamad, a veteran statesman who had served 
as Malaysia’s prime minister from 1981 to 2003, emerged to challenge Najib and his 
government. Mahathir led the Pakatan Harapan coalition to a triumphant victory by capturing 
a narrow majority in the parliament, ending Najib’s tenure as the Prime Minister and BN’s six-
decade hold on power. Since losing office, Najib has been slapped with 38 criminal charges. 
The legal proceedings against him are publicly scrutinised in the media and all his supposed 
dirty laundry are left bare for everyone to see.  

Despite the enormity of the charges against him and the possibility of spending the rest 
of his life incarcerated, Najib remains resilient. At least, this is the image he portrays on the 
social media. Even after his embarrassing fall from politics, Najib continues to actively post on 
his Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. At the time of publication, Najib is still intensively using 
his social media to comment, criticise and even attack the elected Pakatan Harapan government. 
At the same time, he continues to vehemently deny any wrongdoing, claiming that the scandals 
involving him are mostly political slander made up by his political opponents.   
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It could very well be that Najib’s consistent and strategic use of his social media is 
paying off. His social media followers continue to increase and, if the number of positive 
comments can be construed as a changing public opinion, then it appears likely that Najib is on 
the rise again. Since March 2018, Najib’s Facebook followers have increased by 200K while 
his Instagram followers have increased from 150K to 550K (recorded in January 2019).  This 
is a far cry from the months running up to the 2018 election, when the public heavily trolled 
Najib’s social media; mocking and criticising him in every way possible. But since then, the 
tone has changed with responses being more positive. Many even consider him to be the best 
opposition leader the country has ever had (Kumar, 2018; Zain, 2019).  

This change in public opinion on Najib occurred over a rather short period of time. Najib 
transitioned from a prime minister to a fallen politician and recently, to a significant opposition 
leader all in the time span of 10 months. Some have attributed his comeback to the peoples’ 
dissatisfaction with the newly elected government. Observers (Zain, 2019) claim that the people 
are not happy with the way Pakatan Harapan has reneged on its election manifesto. The 
dissatisfaction has further worsened by the ongoing political factions and infighting among the 
different political parties that make up Pakatan Harapan. In short, it appears that the Pakatan 
Harapan government did not meet the people’s expectations. The social media has enabled 
Najib to strategically benefit from these sentiments. By sharing his own analysis, ideas and 
stands on issues affecting the people, Najib has been able to portray himself as the people’s 
leader.  

On January 13, 2019, Najib even initiated his own image-building PR campaign called 
“Malu Apa Bossku?” simply translated as “Nothing to be embarrassed of, My Boss?” The 
campaign reflects Najib’s innocence in the sense that he is still innocent until the court 
proceedings prove him guilty. The campaign also justifies his increasingly critical and popular 
voice implying that there is no reason for him to be embarrassed or to refrain himself from 
being vocal and political. The campaign became viral through the hashtag #bossku. The hashtag 
became rapidly popular and even became one of the highest trending hashtags in Malaysia in 
early January 2019. Najib’s comeback campaign also coincided with the Cameron Highlands 
by-election and this allowed him to campaign openly for Barisan Nasional. 

There were of course criticisms against Najib’s campaign. His biggest critics like Lim 
Kit Siang (Lim, 2019) perceived it as a last-minute desperate attempt by Najib to build support 
before he started his legal hearings in February 2019. Najib is well aware that the hearings will 
be highly publicized and he will again be the target of public and media scrutiny. If he is found 
guilty, it could well mean the end of his political career.  

Regardless of Najib’s intention, what is undeniable is his ability to use the social media 
to his benefit. Politicians are known to use the social media to portray a positive image and 
connect to the public. But not all are able to do so successfully. Balmas and Scheafer (2016) 
contended that the real challenge for politicians is the ability to find the right balance in sharing 
personal and political narratives. Najib’s use of the Instagram provides a strong case for 
studying the effective use of social media in political communication. By focusing specifically 
on the visually-centric Instagram, this study will unravel the dynamic relationship between 
Instagram, storytelling and the personalisation of politics.  
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INSTAGRAM AND POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 
 
Instagram is a photo and video sharing social media platform created by Kevin Systrom and 
Mike Krieger in October 2010. Since then, Instagram has become very popular, gaining up to 
almost 800 million users as of September 2017 (Casaló, Flavián & Ibáñez-Sánchez, 2018). 
Facebook acquired the service in 2012 for approximately 1 billion USD in cash and stock. 
Today, Instagram is the sixth most popular social media platform with over a billion users 
worldwide. It is also the second most popular social networking site in Malaysia. Currently 
there are 13.74 million Instagram users in Malaysia, an increase from 46.7% of internet users 
in 2016 to 56.1% in 2017 (Malaysian Communication & Multimedia Commission, 2017).  

Instagram is a platform dedicated to highly visual communication (Santarossa & 
Woodruff, 2017). Users can upload up to 10 pictures or videos in a single post, and can apply 
a range of different filters to their visuals as well as limited amount of text. The platform is 
primarily associated with more artistic shots, which allows followers to like and comment on 
posts. Unlike other platforms, the image tells the story while the text is secondary. Since 2016, 
new features that have been introduced include enabling users to post Instagram stories that 
disappear after 24 hours and live videos that disappear immediately after the broadcast unless 
the user saves them to his or her mobile device and recently, the introduction of new face filters.  

The use of Instagram for political communication is on the rise. Undoubtedly, the 
popularity of the social media platform has world leaders adopting it as an integral part of their 
communications. Over the past five years, governments and world leaders have flocked to the 
mobile photo and video sharing social network to share their official pictures with a worldwide 
audience. The government’s use of Instagram as a communication channel is particularly 
common in Europe, Middle East, Latin America and parts of Asia. According to Twiplomacy 
(2017), 140 heads of state and government, as well as foreign ministers, currently have personal 
and institutional accounts on Instagram, representing 72.5% of all 193 United Nations (UN) 
member states. Instagram, which boasts 600 million active monthly users, has an ever-
increasing following—something world leaders and their advisors have been quick to 
recognize. Thus, Malaysian politicians are jumping on the Instagram bandwagon as well. 
Almost all prominent politicians have an Instagram account and a significant number of 
followers (Lee, 2017).  
 
 
POLITICAL STORYTELLING AND THE PERSONALISATION OF 
POLITICS 
 
The ability to share images and videos that are accompanied by textual and written explanations 
and captions makes Instagram an effective platform for storytelling. According to Jenkins, 
Lashley and Creech (2017), digital storytelling, in particular, is a form of digital media 
production that uses the digital equivalent of film techniques that may include photo stills, 
audio, or any other form of non-physical media that exists as electronic files which individuals 
can use to tell a story or present an idea that can be personal, fiction, factual or even political. 
Due to its visual nature, Instagram has been an interesting platform for researchers to study how 
users strategically author and write their stories to serve a certain purpose.  

Political storytelling is not a new theorisation. Hannah Arendt (1958) famously argued 
that politics is best understood as a power relationship between the private and public realms. 
And storytelling, she argued, creates a vital bridge between these realms, a place where 
individual passions and shared perspectives can be contested and interwoven. Stories help the 
public to relate to rather abstract political ideas as well as political candidates. They also help 
politicians build a specific image to appeal to the voters. According to Weber (2016), “people 
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connect with candidates... the same way they connect with books and movies; they simply 
won’t engage without a good story”. Political storytelling on Instagram has much to do with 
how politicians and their media team design and manage the images they share and the 
sentiments built upon those images. In this sense, when using Instagram for political 
communication and image making, politicians do not simply post based on intuition, instead, 
like an author who is writing a story, these politicians arrange a narrative and purposefully send 
out specific messages through each image or video they post.  

Thus storytelling in politics depends on strategic ways of combining personal and 
political narratives that can include insights into the politicians’ private lives and histories 
designed to fit into the context of the political campaign. Instagram is undeniably a convenient 
tool for this as it contributes to the increasing impact that personalisation has on politics and 
political communication (Van Aelst, Sheafer & Stanyer, 2012) The personalisation of politics, 
which can be defined as the “process in which politicians become the main anchor of 
interpretation and evaluation in the political arena” (Balmas & Sheafer, 2016, p. 944) leads to 
the decline in the visibility, prestige, and power of more institutionalised “political groupings 
such as political parties, parliaments and cabinets” (Balmas & Sheafer, 2016, p. 944).  

The structure of the contemporary political mediascape has contributed to the hyper 
individualisation and personalisation of political communication as well as the enhancement of 
other related trends (Fillimonov, Russmann & Svensson, 2016). Among them is the 
celebritisation of politics, which can be viewed as the blurring of the lines between identity, 
pop culture and politics. This phenomenon is particularly well-suited for the format and tone of 
social media–based political communication.  

This shift in emphasis from the political to the personal sphere is particularly relevant 
for the strong personality-influenced stories shared by Najib Razak on his personal Instagram 
account. Thus, the framework outlined here leads the study to ask what stories did Najib Razak 
share on his Instagram and, 2) how did the stories signify the personalisation of politics? 
 
 
METHODOLOGY  
 
Currently, studies on the use of Instagram in politics are mostly limited to understanding 
political communication, and most research focuses on the strategic context of Instagram usage 
rather than on the specific meanings conveyed by its visual imagery (Ekman & Widholm, 
2017). The use of Instagram in political communication as a means of both staging a political 
personality and a form of image management has not yet been sufficiently studied. The 
production, selection, and distribution of visual imagery in terms of image management by 
politicians may thus help to shape the image of persons or groups of persons, their behaviour 
and lifestyle as well as their character traits (Fillimonov et al, 2016).  

Methodologically, this study was inspired by researches conducted by Liebhart and 
Bernhardt (2017) and Lalancette and Raynauld (2017) who used image type analysis in their 
studies on the Instagram accounts of Austrian President, Alexander Van Der Bellen and 
Canadian Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, respectively. Image type analysis allowed these 
researchers to not only describe about the politicians’ Instagram posts but also explain the 
contexts and sentiments of each post and how they were used to tell stories about both Van Der 
Bellen’s and Trudeau’s potential and credibility as political leaders. Therefore image analysis is 
an effective method for investigating politicians’ strategic use of visual imagery in political 
communication.  

The study drew on Instagram posts from Najib Razak’s personal Instagram account from 
March 2018 to January 2019. The 10-month period captured Najib’s transition from prime 
minister to the man who lost the election through to his rise as popular opposition leader. The 
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94 posts that appeared on his personal Instagram feed during this time period were archived 
manually by trained coders. Like content analysis, image type analysis examines media content 
by systematically operationalising specific images into measurable categories. Therefore, this 
study also used a content sheet to record Najib’s basic use of Instagram such as types of post 
whether it is a single photo or multiple photos or even a video. It also looked at the number of 
posts and photo captions. Other aspects that were looked at included the characteristics of each 
post and the issues that were highlighted. The unit of analysis was each Instagram post. 
However, comments on the pictures by internet users were not recorded for this study. Similarly, 
Instagram “stories” shared by Najib were not considered for this study due to the technical 
limitations of the archiving process. 

In addition to measuring and operationalising content, image type analysis adopts a two-
step approach: by first classifying visual contents into specific image types according to their 
context and motif and second, qualitatively analysing the identified image types. This two-step 
approach was applied on the data gathered from the content sheets.  
 
 
RESULTS AND FINDINGS 
 
Through Instagram, Najib had authored the story of a resilient politician. He did this by 
strategically using the Instagram for political storytelling and image making. This can be 
deducted from Najib’s posting habits that included when, how and what he posted.  
 
The Fall and Rise of Najib Razak 
From March 2018 to January 2019, Najib Razak posted over 90 times on his Instagram account. 
Over this period, the fall and rise of the number of posts imitated Najib’s own political fall and 
rise. Figure 1 below depicts Najib’s pattern of posting during the 10-month period. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Frequency of Najib Razak’s Instagram posts (May 1, 2018 to January 20, 2019) 
 

During the first three months (March 2018 – May 2018) whereby he was still the prime 
minister, Najib posted quite frequently. From May 1 to May 8, Najib posted 6 times which was 
almost daily probably because it was during the height of the election campaign. But the number 
of posts quickly dropped after he lost the election on May 9. From May 10 to May 31, Najib 
posted only three times.  His number of posts remained low from June 2018 to November 2018. 
Despite this fall in the number of posts, it should be noted that Najib still continued posting and 
did not resort to go into hiding. He remained visible on Instagram, mostly posting about his 
personal activities. The lowest number of post was recorded in August when Najib only posted 
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once. This could be due to the intense scrutiny he faced at the time. Between July and August 
2018, Najib was called to the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) 4 times and 
even spent 2 nights in MACC’s custody for investigations before he was charged in court twice. 
September was probably the height of the media and public scrutiny over Najib’s cases as he 
was slapped with another 25 criminal and corruption charges that brought the total number of 
charges against him to 38 (Hassan, 2018). Despite the legal scandals that engulfed him at the 
time, Najib continued posting 7 times in September, 4 times in October and 3 times in 
November. A sharp increase can be seen in December when Najib posted 9 times. The increase 
almost matched the number of posts he used to share when he was still the prime minister. 
January 2019 was Najib’s most active month on Instagram. Up to January 20, he had shared 23 
posts, which meant that there were days when he posted more than once. There were several 
factors that could have attributed to this sudden momentum. One was the positive responses he 
was getting from his previous posts, second was the upcoming Cameron Highlands by-election 
that appeared to be promising for Barisan Nasional and third, the launch of his personal PR 
campaign cynically called “Malu apa Bossku?” 

 
The People’s Politician 
Najib’s Instagramming pattern during the study time period showed that he leveraged on the 
different structural and technical properties offered by the social media channel to tell his story. 
Table 1 describes the types of posts he shared while Table 2 lists the elements he used to support 
his postings.  

 
Table 1. Types of Instagram Posts 
 

Types of post Frequency Percentage (%) 
Single images 75 79.8 
Multiple images (Gallery and collage) 17 20 
Video 2 0.02 
Total 94 100 

 
With regard to the types of postings, Najib still conservatively used Instagram as he was 

mostly sharing single images.  The majority of (79.8%) his posts were single images while only 
few (20%) were multiple images. All of his posts were accompanied by captions of varying 
length. These captions, written in Bahasa Malaysia, described the posts and sometimes 
consisted of messages that went beyond the image shared. Posting almost exclusively in Bahasa 
Malaysia indicates that Najib had a target audience. He was focused on the everyday Malaysian; 
more specifically the Malay Muslims whose vernacular language is Bahasa. It is very important 
for Najib to make sure that his postings can attract and be read by the Malay Muslims especially 
as they have always been Barisan Nasional’s main supporters and form the biggest group of 
voters (Mohamed, 2017). Social media such as Instagram offers a channel for public figures 
such as celebrities and politicians to build parasocial relationships with their followers by 
posting captions and images that portray them like the average person. This creates the illusion 
of interpersonal communication between the individual users and the politicians. 
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Table 2. Elements present in caption 
 

Elements present in caption Frequency (%) 
User tagging (@user) 4 
Hashtag 15 
Emoji 18 

 
Najib embedded a large number of hashtags in his posts (see Table 2). These 

hyperlinked mechanisms can fulfil different functions, including associating a post to a specific 
category linked to a theme, an event, or other matters, joining a broader decentralised 
conversation, or sharing or amplifying opinions or emotions in often sarcastic or humorous 
ways (Raynauld & Lalancette, 2017). Najib’s use of hashtags varied at different stages during 
this period of study. In the months between March and May, when he was still the prime 
Minister, Najib had mostly used hashtags that linked his posts to his government’s projects such 
as #HebatkanNegaraku and the election campaign #dahulukanrakyat. However, he hardly used 
hashtags between the 2nd week of May to November 2018. The hashtags that he did use during 
this time were mostly non-political, linking images of his everyday activities to a wider 
conversation such as #Malaysianfood, #OOTD and #FitMalaysia. The use of generic and non-
political hashtags imply that Najib was using his Instagram to reach the average Malaysian with 
everyday conversations. Like most people, he also shared about his personal interests such as 
food and health. In this sense, Najib personalised the story he told on his Instagram. He is not 
strictly a formal politician who only talks about laws and policies; he is also a person who has 
activities and interests that are similar to the everyday Malaysian. However, between November 
and January 2019, the hashtags he used became more focused on his attempts for a political 
comeback. They were mostly attacks against the current government and highlights of his own 
personal campaign #maluapabossku.  

Emojis were also heavily featured in Najib’s posts.  Eighteen of his posts had emojis 
and all of them were the fun and humorous emojis such as the smiley ( ), the thumbs up ( ) 
as well as the ‘OK’ ( ). These emojis were used throughout the 10-month study period even 
when Najib was still an office holder. This is quite contrary to the general belief that politicians 
are more serious and formal in their social media. Raynauld and Lalancette (2017) for example, 
found that the Prime Minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau only used serious emojis in his 
Instagram posts.  Therefore, through the use of informal hashtags and fun emojis, Najib is 
asserting an approachable image of a peoples’ leader. 

A closer analysis of the structure and content of captions accompanying the images on 
Najib’s Instagram updates revealed that hyperlinked textual mechanisms that enable the tagging 
of at least one Instagram user (@user) were hardly used. Much like Twitter, this tagging 
mechanism can serve different functions, including identifying a specific user for social and 
content interaction purpose. Najib only used such tagging in four posts. One was when he was 
still the prime minister where he tagged a government agency @permodalanmalaysia to support 
his claim on the success of the Barisan Nasional government. The other three times were in 
postings about his family where he tagged his son @ashmannajib.  
 
  



SEARCH 11(3), 2019 

 79 

Personalising the Political 
From the 94 postings shared by Najib during the course of this study, 7 main categories of 
content can be identified. These categories show that Najib used Instagram to tell stories that 
are personal or political or both personal and political. Political stories were told through 48 
postings that were categorically labelled as “campaign”, “at work” and “people” while personal 
stories were told via 46 postings that have been grouped into categories such as “alone”, 
“family”, “pets”, and “objects”.  
 
Table 3: Content categories of Najib Razak’s personal Instagram account 
 

Content categories Frequency Percentage (%) 
Political stories   
Campaign 11 12 
At work 11 12 
People 26 27 
Personal stories   
Personal/ alone 12 13 
Family 16 17 
Objects 11 12 
Pets 7 7 
Total 94 100 

 
Political Stories 
Postings categorised as “campaign” include images of Najib going on an obvious campaign 
trail. These images occurred at two stages of the study. Seven of such images were shared 
before the May election. In these images, Najib is seen giving speeches and sharing election 
manifestos, accompanied by captions that reflect literal persuasion for votes.  
 

 
 

Figure 2. Najib announcing the launch of BN’s election manifesto. Posted on April 5, 2018.  
 

Figure 2 is an example of a campaign post. In the professionally designed image, Najib 
is shown on stage giving a speech. The instructions for accessing his election manifesto is 
clearly written on the image. At this stage, Najib’s campaign postings were focused on the 
general election and were candid in asking the people to support Barisan Nasional. Campaign-
type postings disappeared right after his loss and only resurfaced in January 2019 when Najib 
officially made his political comeback through his campaign “Malu apa bossku?” and his 
support for Barisan Nasional in the Cameron Highlands by-election.  
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Figure 3. Najib’s comeback campaign. Posted on January 14, 2019 
 

Figure 3 shows Najib on a motorcycle mimicking the “Malu apa bossku” poster. The 
photo is casually captioned with “It’s my post, why are some people feeling the heat? Steady 
lah”. The caption reveals the meaning of the image, referring to how his comeback is making 
some parties uncomfortable.  There is an obvious difference in the way Najib campaigned 
during the general election and for his comeback. While he was very literal and straightforward 
during the general election, he chose to appear more relaxed and evasive when posting about 
his comeback. There were no posters or captions rallying for support. Instead, he posted images 
of him going around Cameron Highlands, meeting people and reminiscing about his 
contribution when he was the prime minister.  

There are 11 postings that were categorized as ‘”at-work”. This category consists of 
postings that show Najib doing his job as a Prime Minister and as an elected parliamentarian. 
These include images of Najib working in his office, meeting officials, giving interviews and 
discussing with other politicians. Most of these postings were shared before the election and 
were meant to show the people that Najib was doing his job. This is how Instagram helps 
politicians make their political life relevant to the everyday person. Filimonov, Russmann and 
Svensson (2016) explained that by sharing photos of themselves working and campaigning, 
politicians are able to bring the public along with them as they perform daily duties. The 
politicians’ work then appears to be tangible and real and less abstract to the people.  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Najib with the people of Pekan. Posted on June 14, 2018. 
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 Images of Najib on the ground meeting and socializing with the people makes up the 
bulk of Najib’s Instagram postings. Twenty-seven percent of Najib’s postings showed him 
interacting with Malaysians of different background. These images were consistently shared 
throughout the study period even when Najib was less active on Instagram. These images were 
categorised as political because when Najib shared these images, he was sharing them in his 
capacity as an elected representative. Through these images, Najib offered a powerful narrative 
of a responsible assemblyman; someone who always thought about the people even when he 
was at his lowest point of his political career. Whether these postings were a careful strategic 
effort to boost his image or an honest representation of a responsible politician, they were 
significant in narrating Najib’s political story. Figure 4 shows Najib enjoying some quality 
time, weaving “ketupat” with the people of Kg. Pulau Keladi, a small village in Pekan, Najib’s 
parliamentarian constituency. These postings strengthened Najib’s image as a peoples’ 
politician.  
 
Personal Stories 
There was a balance between postings that are political and those that are personal. Almost half 
or 46 of the postings shared on Najib’s Instagram were personal images. These images showed 
Najib in his personal space alone or featured things that interest him as well as those closest to 
him like his family and his pet cat, Kiki. These personal stories allow Najib to share the side of 
him not necessarily known to the people. They demonstrate that Najib is more than just a 
politician; he is also an average person who loves good food and cats. These personal narratives 
and stories are able to bridge the sentiments of commonality between Najib and the average 
Malaysian. For example, Najib shared images of his family quite extensively (17%). These 
include photos of him with his children, grandchildren, mother and extended family.  
 

 
 

Figure 5. Najib with his grandson. Posted on December 26, 2018. 
 

In fact, right after his loss, Najib posted a photo of him kissing his mother’s hand. This 
image is personal but its sentimental value was able to draw out varied emotions among his 
followers. It was an image of a fallen politician, but it was also a photo of a good son. Figure 4 
is a photo of Najib with his grandson in which he captioned with “Grandpa, where do we go 
next?” This simple photo, shared on December 26, 2018 carried a significant meaning as it 
could be translated into Najib’s own political journey because not long after that, Najib started 
his rapid comeback. Personal photos such as this can disrupt the people’s opinion of Najib as 
their perceptions of him could be influenced by the emotions evoked by the photo. This 
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corroborates with the findings of Liebhart and Bernhardt (2017) who found family as one of 
the main features highlighted by Austrian president, Alexander Van der Bellen’s successful 
Instagram campaign in which he depicted himself as a family-oriented leader. 

 

Figure 6. Najib working out in a gym. Posted on January 6, 2019. 
 

There were also photos of Najib on his own, capturing his daily activities. In the early 
months of March 2018 to May 2018, images of Najib alone mostly showed him at work. Then 
the photos changed to start focusing on his daily life and they mostly showed him at the gym 
working out. These images of him on his own, told through 12 postings, imply that Najib is an 
optimist individual. Despite his hectic schedule when he was the prime minister and the 
subsequent stress of losing an election, he was still up and running on the treadmill (Figure 6). 
It also showed him to be physically healthy and strong. 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Najib’s cat, Kiki. Posted on September 24, 2018. 
 

Najib also shared postings of things and objects that interest him and a lot of them were 
images of Malaysian food. Najib also shared about his pet cat Kiki whom he posted about 7 
times. In August 2018, Najib posted only once and it was a photo of Kiki (Figure 7). Kiki is not 
a stranger to Najib’s Instagram. She had been featured several times even before this study. 
This means Kiki had always been a part of Najib’s personal story. She was not something he 
came up with to fill his Instagram timeline. Photos of Kiki take away the people’s attention 
from Najib and all the political scandals that surround him. When Kiki comes up on Najib’s 
Instagram, the attention will be on her and not entirely on her controversial owner. This could 
be strategic to Najib’s effort in salvaging his image, as he is able to divert the peoples’ attention 
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and create a conversation about his cat. Again, Najib shows that he is not just a politician; he is 
an animal lover, a kind and sensitive cat-person. 

 
The personalisation of politics 
These personal stories are probably the most unique aspects about Instagram in general and 
Najib’s account specifically. Visual imageries allow for a more effective storytelling. Images 
of cats, food and grandchildren fill in the gap of what people know about Najib. Undoubtedly, 
Instagram allows politicians like Najib to tell a more comprehensive story that relates the 
personal to the political (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017). Privy to the hidden side of Najib’s 
personality not seen on other media platforms, people can build a more contextual opinion about 
him. Thus, he is not just a prime minister or public enemy number one. He is not just an extreme 
and elitist figure often depicted in the news; he is also an everyday person with humour, 
interests and feelings. Instagram offers a commonality between Najib and the average person. 
These feelings of commonality and acquaintance is how Instagram personalises politics. On 
Instagram, peoples’ knowledge and perception of Najib’s political life is very much intertwined 
with that of his personal life. As a result, while some people may regard Najib as a shrewd 
politician, Instagram enables Najib to also tell the world that there is more to him than meets 
the eye. 

To further analyse how Najib Razak used the Instagram to tell his political stories and 
rebuild his image, the study also observed the tone used in his Instagram captions. For this 
analysis, tone refers to the style and attitude that is used to present a message. The tone of a 
message is vital in understanding the narrative Najib used to engage his followers. Najib uses 
a first-person narrative in his captions, often using the term “saya” or “I”. The captions are 
written in casual, everyday conversational Bahasa that gives the readers the impression of 
directly communicating with Najib. This informal approach creates an image of an open and 
accessible politician.  It makes it easier for users to accept the messages he shares when they 
appear genuine and not forced. Table 4 lists the different tones used in Najib’s Instagram 
captions. 

 
Table 4. Types of tones used in captions 
 

Type of Tone Frequency Percentage (%) 
Promotional 27 29 
Personal 24 26 
Collective 8 8 
Impersonal 11 12 
Spectatorial/support 13 13 
Attack 11 12 
Total 94 100 

 
Within this casual approach are various tones that send different messages. The majority 

of the captions written reflect Najib’s claims of his contribution to the people as well as his 
capability as a leader. These image-selling captions were written in two main tones. One is 
promotional in which Najib referred to his own achievements while the other is collective where 
Najib referred to group effort, mostly referring to Barisan Nasional. 27 captions were 
categorized as promotional because the tone used was a direct positive assertion of Najib’s 
political reputation. For example on January 4, 2019, Najib captioned a post with the message 
“Never have I left behind. Never have I neglected. Never have I forgotten. Long live the 
people!” (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Najib visiting the sick. Posted on January 19, 2018. 
 

The caption was a straightforward claim that Najib has always been and still is the 
people’s leader. These promotional captions that highlighted Najib’s individual image were 
mostly posted after Najib lost the 2018 general election. On the other hand, collective captions 
that acknowledged the contribution of others were almost all written before the election. These 
captions were written using a more inclusive “kita” or “we”. In a post dated April 5, 2018 Najib 
sent a message that was a clear recognition of his government in which he claimed “The Barisan 
Nasional government was built by the people and after 5 years of realizing the peoples’ 
mandate, it is time we return it for the people to evaluate” (see Figure 2). 

A large number of postings (26%) were captioned with messages that were personal. 
For example on July 22, 2018 Najib posted a photo his mother and himself with a simple caption 
“With mummy ❤’”. The heart-shaped emoji that accompanied that caption made the posting 
more personal and sentimental (Figure 9).  

 

 
 

Figure 9. Najib with his mother. Posted on July 22, 2018. 
 

Some postings had an impersonal caption because they were generic statements and did 
imply any obvious intention. For example in the July 22, 2018 posting featuring Kiki, the 
caption was a plain “Hai, selamat petang!” which was a straightforward “Hi, Good Afternoon” 
greeting from a cat (see Figure 7).  
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Figure 10. Mi rebus Mastan Ghani. Posted on April 18, 2018. 
 

A unique tone sometimes used by Najib is the spectatorial/supportive tone. Najib used 
this tone in 13 of his posts mostly for the ones featuring food. In these postings, Najib would 
not only talk about the food but also about his support for the small businesses that sell them. 
In the April 18, 2018 post, he shared about a local delicacy (Figure 10). The translated caption 
reads “those from Perak must know about the famous Mastan Ghani noodle soup that can be 
found in Teluk Intan. Alhamdulillah I had a taste of it just now. The thick gravy and crispy 
fritters made it delicious. Those who are nearby must come and try  #MalaysianFood”. The 
caption captures a snapshot of Malaysian life where food and local delicacies are appreciated 
by many. The way Najib wrote about his food adventures and how he casually invited his 
readers to try the food shows that he is in touch with the lives of the everyday Malaysian. He 
did not share photos of expensive fine dining experiences of which he must have had plenty; 
instead he shared about simple, local and traditional food that is familiar and affordable to many 
Malaysians. In this instance, Najib is not just a spectator to Malaysian food but also a supporter 
of the industry.  

 

 
 

Figure 11. Najib in Cameron Highlands. Posted on January 17, 2019. 
 

Najib only used “attacking” captions between the months of December 2018 and 
January 2019. This coincided with his return to the political front. Najib mainly used this tone 
to attack the Pakatan Harapan government. It is interesting to find that he did not “attack” the 
Opposition in his earlier postings when he was still the prime minister. This implies a significant 
difference in the way Najib uses Instagram for his political gains. When he was the prime 
minister, he was more careful, articulated and focused on political promises. In contrast, when 
he became the opposition, his tone turned more cynical, blunt and critical. On January 20, 2019 
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Najib wrote a caption that can be translated to “Buying some snacks at the Tapah RnR. I heard 
Lim Kit Siang is uncomfortable with me coming to Cameron Highlands. Relax la!” While the 
caption itself did not offer a lengthy political criticism, it was a direct jab at DAP’s president, 
Lim Kit Siang who had been commenting about Najib’s presence and campaign work in the 
Cameron Highland’s by-election.  

These variations in tone help create a unique political story. Using tones which are 
promotional, personal and even attacks, Najib offers interesting plots in his Instagram. Through 
the promotional tone, he reminds the people about his contributions and accomplishments. 
Using the personal tones, he shows sides of his character that are common with the people. 
Through the spectatorial/supportive tone, he becomes the casual friend that talks about 
everyday interests and when he uses the attack tone, he is the opposition leader and the people’s 
champion. Hence, the captions that narrate the images bring more detail and substance to Najib 
Razak’s political story.   
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This study explores the effectiveness of social media on political storytelling through the use 
of Instagram. More specifically, it investigates and explicates how Najib Razak leveraged on 
the affordances of Instagram for his political use throughout his rollercoaster political life that 
saw him go from being the Prime Minister of Malaysia, to a fallen politician and now a popular 
opposition figure, all in the span of 10 months (March 2018–January 2019).  The study found 
that Najib Razak had strategically used the visual imageries and textual capacities afforded by 
Instagram to tell a political story that depicted him as a resilient politician who, despite his 
political scandals, is still very much concerned about the people. Najib does this by equally 
sharing and strategically combining personal imageries and political postings.  

In the months when he was still the prime minister, his Instagram portrayed him as a 
responsible leader through images of him at work, meeting people and making decisions. 
During this period, he was also a politician who wanted to be re-elected. He campaigned 
actively on his Instagram by sharing professionally-produced materials such as posters and 
videos as well as highlighting his campaign trail where he would share images of him going 
around meeting the everyday Malaysian and promising them positive and beneficial 
governance. On the other hand, while he was no longer the head of the state, he still maintained 
the image of a responsible leader by sharing images of him meeting people, sharing their 
concerns and criticising the ruling government on certain issues.   

In between these political images, he invited people into his private life. Showing them 
the everyday side of Najib; someone who loves cats, food and spending time with his family. 
By using simple and informal captions, Najib offered his Instagram followers a sense of warmth 
and commonality. Through his Instagram posts, Najib managed to tell a story that is 
multidimensional. He presented himself as a political leader who shares a lot of similarities 
with the people. Put simply, Najib humanised his politician image. Despite the intense 
criticisms he faced throughout the period of study, Najib managed to put on somewhat of a 
show on Instagram. Indeed, he appeared to be not perturbed at all by the surmounting pressures 
around him. 

By intermittently sharing casual images of personal activities and making it a common 
ground to communicate with his Instagram followers, Najib did manage to divert the peoples’ 
attention away from his political scandals to focus instead, even for a short period, on the 
humane side of him. The personal side that would allow the public to view him as a person and 
not just a embattled politician. Thus, through the casual combination of political and personal 
narratives shared on Instagram, Najib Razak depoliticised and privatised communication by 
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focusing on his everyday life that portrayed him as an approachable and striving politician.  
In sum, Najib Razak’s personal Instagram showed that strategic storytelling is important 

by combining and mixing the politician’s personal and political life. Lack of personalisation 
may make a politician’s story less appealing while too much personalisation may make people 
question a politician’s credibility (Balmas & Sheafer, 2016). These shifts between public and 
personal is a typical feature of the celebrity culture, where actors are expected to constantly 
juggle between performing their persona by hiding or sharing personal information and 
building intimacy with their followers (Wheeler, 2013). While such a celebrity culture that 
celebrates the individual lives of politicians over grave political actions has been criticised for 
depoliticising public discourse, contemporary developments have made it a new tradition in 
political communication.  

In this context, the focus on the politician’s personal life and lifestyle may take attention 
away from ideological issues that guide a politician’s actions and decisions. Despite this 
concern, populist politics is the current prevailing trend as evidenced by leaders all over the 
world exploiting the social media to gain a public connection (Filiminov et al., 2016). On 
Instagram, these leaders do not share complex ideological sentiments but rather try to find a 
common ground with the public. Even when political issues are manifested, they come to the 
fore with an emphasis on the persona or achievements of a particular individual (Lalancette & 
Raynauld, 2017; Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017). Therefore, depoliticisation through 
personalisation and celebritisation that comes with Instagram should not be inferred as a 
negative feature of political communication through social media. Rather, it should be 
acknowledged as an adaptation to the changing times and online media dynamics. Therefore, 
aspiring politicians must be able to strategically place their political ideologies and stands 
within the dynamics of changing political communication.  

Despite the increased awareness on the importance of visual imageries and strategic 
political storytelling for a politicians’ survival, this area is still under-researched especially in 
the local context. While many studies have celebrated the impact of social media on Malaysian 
politics, currently there is a lack of acknowledgement on the rise of populist politics and 
personalisation of political communication. This calls for further analyses on how visually 
“performed” politics are prevailing and affecting political decisions as well as public opinion. 
There is also a dire need for interdisciplinary and multi-methodological empirical approaches 
dealing with the overall mediatisation in Malaysian politics.  
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