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PHD POSITIONS IN AI & POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 
Department of Government, Uppsala University 

These doctoral candidate positions in political science centre on the field AI and political 
communication. The doctoral candidates join an emerging research environment that focuses on the 
impact of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in society. They will work within the framework of a project that 
focuses specifically on the political communication, including visual aspects.  

STATEMENT AND MOTIVATION OF FOCUS 
AI is often assumed to be a technical domain of study, but as AI-based systems diffuse and integrate 
across society it is increasingly clear that this development has vast implications for politics. It shapes 
political practice and the distribution of power. It introduces newly valuable resources in the form of 
data, amplifies social divisions, and creates new elites. 

A strongly impacted area, and a pivotal issue for democratic governance, concerns information and 
communication. AI is creating new ways to process and manipulate information, which raises 
questions about the possibility of maintaining the genuinely public agenda that is so fundamental to 
democracy. AI plays a key role at several levels in the agenda-shaping processes that take place in 
complex media ecologies: in the platform algorithms that select and promote attention in digital and 
social media; the (semi-)automated bot accounts that spread information; and the AI-generated 
content (e.g. deepfake video) that is spread. It is vital to understand whose voices are heard and which 
issues are rendered (in)visible in a public agenda shaped under these conditions. It is crucial to examine 
the politics of the platforms that shape these processes, and equally what the public make of the 
information and how their actions contribute to the ensuing dynamics. These issues become all the 
more significant because of the way the organisational qualities of communication are amplified in the 
digital context: digital media not only enable sending and receiving messages, they also create 
organisational structures. 

The research frontier and the novelty of this position lie in the issues addressed and methodology 
developed for the purpose. Current research investigates areas such as influence, disinformation and 
the political role of civic cultures anchored in humour and hate. The challenge is that complex media 
environments are characterised by multi-directional information flows involving legacy, digital and 
social media, and the mix of elite, social, and algorithmic cues. Understanding public agenda formation 
in the contemporary media environment requires us to account for: (a) the mechanisms through which 
information is organised and travels; (b) the resonance of multi-modal content; (c) how citizens take 
up and share information. Doing so demands intrepid innovation in research design. 

The field points to two clear substantive gaps: (a) Visual politics: Visual communication is particularly 
prominent in the digital environment. It is known to be a powerful kind of political communication, 
but we know surprisingly little about it in this context. In particular, there is little knowledge about the 
spread of image-based information at scale, the relationship between textual and visual information, 
and the role of digitally amplified visual information in public understanding; (b) Differentiated publics: 
While important work has focused on the (textual) information that is shared, we still lack a nuanced 
understanding of how distinct publics perceive and spread information, and how platform affordances, 
content and cues matter. Crucial questions thus remain about the social negotiation of information 
and disinformation, and how differentiated publics’ processing of information contribute to shaping 
the public agenda. 

The research frontier calls for bold methodological advances to address such questions. A key area for 
development is the innovative triangulation of classic social science methodologies with tailored 
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computational capabilities to powerfully address but also incorporate differentiated public 
understanding. Harnessing distinct methods and data (e.g. media content, digital traces, and self-
reported data) opens up the possibility to study not only the implications of visual politics but also how 
public understanding feeds into broader agenda-shaping dynamics at scale. 

The successful candidates will work together with their supervisors to develop an independent 
research project within the framework of the project. It will be possible to pursue a variety of 
methodological approaches, but some familiarity with digital and/or computational methods will be 
useful. The candidates are expected to be firmly grounded in the study of politics, but interested in 
contributing to a cross-faculty research group that is pursuing multi-disciplinary research and teaching 
collaboration in the broader area.  

RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT 
The project is generously funded by the Wallenberg AI, Autonomous Systems and Software Program 
on Humanities and Society (WASP-HS). The programme will offer a series of activities and a graduate 
school designed to support WASP-HS doctoral students, and facilitate the interaction and collaboration 
between disciplines and universities. The doctoral candidates are expected to participate actively 
within this framework.  More information about the WASP-HS programme and the associated national 
graduate school can be found here. 

In addition, the doctoral candidates will be supported by a researcher-driven cross-faculty initiative 
at Uppsala University. The core group involves researchers from the Departments of Government 
and Information Technology, and their joint work in the broader area of this proposal has been 
singled out for strategic support as part of the university-level drive in AI for all scientific areas 
(AI4Research). An Assistant Professor also funded by WASP-HS will soon join this team. The 
broader environment encompasses scholars from the Centre for Image Analysis, the Departments of 
Art History, Sociology, and Economics, and draws on the University’s strong tradition in the 
theoretical and empirical study of democracy. 

The core group at Uppsala University addresses an ambitious agenda in the study of societies 
undergoing digitalisation, with the overarching goal to forge a pioneering contribution to this urgent 
but complex research frontier. Specifically, the group aims to: (1) Analyse how the deep integration 
of AI systems and digital media shapes society and politics; (2) Develop far-reaching methodologies 
to study society and politics under digital and AI conditions; (3) Critically assess the possibilities, 
limits and challenges of deploying AI-based approaches in the production of knowledge about 
society. Further, the group is committed to training a future generation of critical scholars and 
citizens to engage with these issues. 

Contact: Alexandra Segerberg, Department of Government 

https://wasp-hs.org/graduate-school/

