Ben Shapiro’s knowledge of online propaganda make him a uniquely insidious threat. 
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The metrics of social media shape future actions by “making [information] valuable within a certain logic of measurement” (Georgakopoulou et al., 2020). Therefore, we should understand quantification as a form of meaning-making. We make something meaningful by quantifying it, and the number or metric resulting from this process of quantification becomes a site of meaning in its own right. In combination with the affordances of specific socio-technical platforms, quantification becomes a potent ingredient for stories to tell on social media. Numbers are incorporated into the complex, contextualized, co-constructed narratives on social media (Georgakopoulou et al., 2020). As we will see, Ben Shapiro is no exception in this regard. Georgakopoulou et al. (2020), describe three types of metrics on social media: 1) content metrics – numbers as part of what the story is about; 2) interface metrics – numbers we see in social media – likes, retweets, etc.; 3) algorithmic metrics – numbers used by platforms to algorithmically organize users and content, invisible to users. Quantified storytelling “implies storytelling across all three levels: stories about/with numbers using content metrics, numbered story responses relying mainly on interface metrics and the algorithmic shaping of stories and their circulation” (Georgakopoulou et al., 2020). In the current analysis, we thus examine how Ben Shapiro applies and uses quantified storytelling across all three levels to tell a metapolitical story. Multimodal discourse analysis For this research, we focussed on social media posts from Ben Shapiro during the 2022 US midterm elections. We specifically chose this moment because quantification becomes extra potent during an election, which revolves around polls, votes, census data, etc. On November 9th, 2022, when the election results were still pending, we took 50 screenshots of Shapiro’s posts on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. These include 19 Facebook posts, 19 retweets, 2 original tweets, 6 retweets, and 4 Instagram Stories. With our focus on affordances and quantified storytelling, we subjected the screenshots to  (Kress, 2010). This method looks not just at how individual modes (text, picture, uptake metrics, etc.) communicate, but also at how they interact with one another to create meaning. A multimodal approach respects the meaning-making characteristics of quantification and allows us to analyze how metrics - which flow from platform affordances - construct, recontextualize, and give (new) meaning to messages. The design, features, and affordances of social media allow for quantified storytelling to take place on the levels of content metrics, interface metrics, and algorithmic metrics (Georgakopoulou et al., 2020). In our studied data, we see Ben Shapiro operating on all three levels in order to tell and spread his metapolitical stories. In the following sections, we analyze how Shapiro does this on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Ben Shapiro's stories on Facebook Facebook can be considered a platform where connecting is embraced and where most posts are indirect. When we look at Shapiro’s use of affordances on Facebook, it is notable that he and his team running the page mostly share links from his blog The Daily Wire for engagement, sometimes along with a short explanation from himself to boost the engagement. Occasionally he does not even add an explanation to his shared links from The Daily Wire. Shapiro uses this social media platform frequently, by posting approximately four times an hour or more. His posts reflect his Republican political views. We don’t always see literal numbers in Shapiro’s social media posts. This is especially true in the links to The Daily Wire he posts on Facebook. Still, we can consider a lot of his posts as part of quantified narratives. When a link is titled “John Fetterman Wins Hotly Contested PA Senate Race Against Dr. Oz: Projection” (Shapiro, 2022b), or “Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer Hangs On Despite Late Republican Surge: Projection” (Shapiro, 2022a), words like ‘wins’, ‘hotly contested’, ‘hangs on’, ‘late republican surge’ and ‘projection’ (when referring to a calculated expectation based on probability and statics) index a process of quantification. It is notable that he does not fully utilize the affordances Facebook offers to engage with an audience. For instance, he does not engage by responding to questions or engaging in debates and discussions (Jensen & Dyrby, 2013). One of the examples where he does post a link with a short explanation is the post about Emily Ratajkowski and her son. She buys her son a baby doll and a tea set, which clashes with Shapiro’s ideology (see figure 1). However, his facilitation starts and stops with that short explanation. There has been no further interaction from Ben Shapiro with the audience of this post. Besides the possibilities of sharing links and interacting with your followers, Facebook also has typical affordances for the users, such as liking, commenting, and sharing. In 2016, Facebook added ‘reactions’ as an extension of the Like Button to give people more ways to share their reactions to a post (Krug, 2016). Reactions include ‘Like’, ‘Love’, ‘Haha’, ‘Wow’, ‘Sad’, and ‘Angry’. Through this feature, Facebook facilitates direct, accessible interaction between Shapiro and his audience. These reactions become potent elements of quantified storytelling, and a perfect example of the co-constructedness of quantified narratives on social media (Georgakopoulou et al., 2020). On Facebook, reactions are visible to all users, so they have the potential to act as a powerful modality that, in interaction with other modalities like text and images, adds meaning to a message. We can see this in two posts by Shapiro on Facebook (see figure 2). A post about a democrat winning in the midterms elections gets mostly ‘Angry’ (> 60) and ‘Sad’ (> 20) reactions (Shapiro, 2022a), while a post about a republican winning gets mostly ‘Like’ (> 1.600) and ‘Love’ (> 250) reactions (Shapiro, 2022c). Here, we see the power of interface metrics as a site for meaning-making. Shapiro’s followers collectively give meaning to a post via their reactions. As a result, the post gets an extra layer of meaning. Not only do we see that a democrat has won the Michigan midterms, we also see that this is bad news according to ‘the people’. These interface metrics alleviate Shapiro from giving meaning to his news himself, helping him in keeping up his identity as an objective commentator. Shapiro's power on Twitter Contrary to Facebook, Twitter is a unidirectional platform where social expectations differ. There is no expectation that the people you follow need to follow you back, as with Facebook. The typical affordances here used by Shapiro and his audience are retweeting, co-tweeting, mentioning, and replying. These interface metrics are ambiguous. A like, retweet, or comment can have many different meanings. But at first sight, higher numbers do index a certain reliability or popularity of a tweet and the message it carries. This leads to a ‘more is better’ effect for both humans and algorithms. A tweet with a lot of likes is more likely to be picked up by the Twitter algorithms, and thus seen by humans on Twitter (Maly, 2022) and in the hybrid media system, e.g. in newspapers or talk shows. Within our data, Shapiro retweets considerably more than he actually tweets. In doing so, he is adding to both the interface metrics and algorithmic metrics. Likes, retweets, shares, number of comments, number of followers, and reactions are not only visible to the users of a platform, but they are also used by platforms to algorithmically order and make visible content and social interactions (Bucher, 2018). By adding his retweet to the count, Shapiro influences the narrative of the tweet His retweet – as a popular account – could urge the algorithm to push the tweet to a lot more people. This gives Shapiro the power to amplify the message of a tweet without actually adding any content. In doing so, he keeps a certain distance from the content and we don’t know what he thinks of it or why he retweets it. But adding his retweet to the count does influence the narrative of the tweet. It could index credibility for the tweet, it could index Shapiro’s support for the tweet, and it could add to the importance of the tweet in the larger discourse. Of course, it could also result in the exact opposite, depending on people's preconceived notions of Shapiro.  Additionally, Shapiro's retweeting behavior leads to the creation of an information environment. He builds a network of 'good channels' around him. In that sense, a retweet can be interpreted as a 'Ben Shapiro stamp of approval', prescribing the accounts he retweets to his followers and (to a lesser extent) his extended network. Such a retweet can result in a lot of extra exposure for the retweeted accounts, who might reciprocate this exposure, e.g. with a comment under Shapiro's retweet or a mention of Shapiro's account in a new tweet. In the long run, the Ben Shapiro stamp of approval can thus lead to more algorithmic uptake and visibility for Shaprio's account as well. The content Shapiro shares on Twitter tends to be more profoundly about his political opinions. During election time, content metrics play an even bigger role than they regularly do on social media. Democratic elections are inherently quantified (Rose, 1991). They revolve around census data, demographics, polls, votes, flipped states, policy plans, budgets, winners, losers, and more. Ergo, they revolve around numbers. So it is no surprise that we see a lot of content metrics in Ben Shapiro’s content and storytelling on Twitter. Take for example the post by @CalebHowe (2022) he retweeted. In this post we find many content metrics, telling the story of a republican who is winning.
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