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Abstract
This article reconceptualizes corporate advocacy as brand governance, a techno-normative promotional practice that regulates the conditions of political visibility within networked publics. Moving beyond normative evaluations of authenticity, the analysis examines how advocacy campaigns function as mechanisms that interact with platform affordances to render specific grievances legible while erasing others. Drawing on a sociosemiotic analysis of global advocacy campaigns (2017–2022), the study identifies three strategies—Visionary, Sensitive, and Reflexive—that organize affective registers to optimize injustice for algorithmic valorization. The article advances a theoretical distinction between political recognition and regulatory recognition. While political recognition acknowledges claims in their structural and collective force, regulatory recognition extends legitimacy only when claims align with the affective and reputational requirements of the promotional order. The analysis argues that brand governance operates primarily in this regulatory mode, producing ontological erasure by filtering out political subjects who refuse to translate their demands into sanctioned, individualized emotions. Ultimately, this dynamic reconfigures the parameters of political life, projecting Global North standards of visibility as universal while structurally marginalizing grievances that resist the metrics of engagement.
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Brand Governance in the Platform Economy: From Political to Regulatory Recognition

Recent corporate withdrawals from initiatives such as Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) are frequently analyzed as failures of consistency or deficits in organizational authenticity (Rim et al., 2024; Villagra et al., 2022). These critiques, often relying on the metaphor of ‘woke-washing,’ presuppose that the corporation functions as a moral subject bound by an obligation to ideological positions (Flight & Coker, 2022; Khamis, 2022). This article contests that premise, arguing instead that such strategic shifts disclose the structural logic of brand governance defined here as a techno-normative promotional practice that regulates the conditions of political visibility within networked publics.
Rather than assessing whether these advocacy campaigns are authentic or performative (Vredenburg et al., 2020; Sobande, 2019), the analysis shifts focus to their structural function as regulatory mechanisms. Unlike approaches that treat branding primarily as cultural expression (Holt, 2002), brand governance emphasizes how promotional communication interacts with platform affordances (Bucher, 2018) to establish thresholds of legibility. It regulates the emotional repertoires through which marketplace dissent becomes intelligible, echoing Orgad and Gill’s (2022) analysis of affective norms but situating them within the logic of platform visibility (Cotter, 2019). Brands, therefore, do not govern through coercion but through communicative regulation. They structure recognition by determining whose grievances can be validated, under which emotional codes, and within which grammars of legitimacy (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006) capable of circulating within the platform economy.
This dynamic is particularly evident in corporate responses to the demands of networked publics (Boyd, 2010; Papacharissi, 2015), where high-profile movements such as Black Lives Matter, the climate crisis, and #MeToo have forced brands to navigate volatile, algorithmically amplified pressure. These moments expose how global brands participate in advocacy not by enabling open participation but by delimiting visibility through techno-normative strategies. This framework draws on Lessig’s (1999) observation that code functions as regulation as well as Bucher’s (2018) argument that algorithms encode social norms to explain how commercial interfaces regulate political expression. 
This regulatory mechanism is exemplified by Nike’s deployment of racial-justice narratives on Twitter and YouTube (Kiefer, 2020), which leveraged the platform’s bias for high-arousal content to valorize individual resilience while rendering structural critiques of labor exploitation algorithmically invisible. Similarly, Patagonia’s environmental advocacy mobilizes Instagram’s visual affordances to render ecology legible through lifestyle aesthetics (Chang, 2021), a framing that legitimizes conservation while obscuring the systemic contradictions of capitalist growth behind curated imagery. Starbucks further illustrates this dynamic by promoting gender diversity as a highly visible marker of consumer identity (Christie, 2020), while simultaneously rendering collective labor rights narratively inadmissible. This contradiction frequently destabilizes the brand’s engagement spaces, compelling it to police the very comment threads it ostensibly opens for dialogue. In each instance, the platforms do not merely host the message; its techno-normative logic adjudicates which political claims can be amplified and which must be structurally displaced.
However, current scholarship has largely failed to theorize this transformation of advocacy into a mechanism of techno-normative regulation. Instead, research remains tethered to a functionalist logic that bifurcates into intent-oriented interrogations of authenticity and 'woke-washing' (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Vredenburg et al., 2020) or impact-oriented assessments of financial and relational outcomes (Kim & Meganck, 2025; Wagner et al., 2020). While recent studies define advocacy through stance-taking (Bhagwat et al., 2020) or moral persuasion (Baur & Wettstein, 2016), these accounts privilege the discursive act over the structural conditions of visibility. Even organizational communication research, which emphasizes relational maintenance (Kelleher, 2009), frequently overlooks the structural critique advanced by Logan (2021), who demonstrates that advocacy often substitutes symbolic gestures for structural accountability to sustain, rather than disrupt, conditions of inequality.
Critical media scholarship has begun to challenge the assumption that visibility guarantees recognition (Creech, 2020; Couldry, 2010). Within this critical turn, Saha (2018, 2021) demonstrates how diversity discourse reproduces racial hierarchies, while Banet-Weiser (2012, 2018; Gille and Orgard, 2022) traces the commodification of activist and feminist vocabularies within brand culture. However, a significant gap remains: scholarship has yet to fully articulate how this normative power interacts with the affordances of networked publics (Boyd, 2010; Davis & Chouinard, 2016) to produce specific regimes of visibility (Bucher, 2018). This insight fundamentally reframes the object of study. Rather than asking whether campaigns express authenticity or achieve impact, the critical task is to examine how brand governance defines the conditions of legibility (Brighenti, 2007)—determining which grievances can appear, on what terms, and within which algorithmic and cultural grammars of legitimacy.
From this perspective, the central question is not whether advocacy benefits reputation, but how it structures the moral legibility of claims within platformed public spheres. To investigate this mechanism, the analysis is guided by two research questions, each operationalized through a distinct analytical dimension.
First, to determine how specific claims are rendered visible while others are systematically excluded (RQ1), I examine structural mechanisms of legibility. This dimension interrogates the institutional arrangements that establish the initial thresholds of appearance—determining who is permitted to enter the visible field. Second, to understand how admitted injustices are framed (RQ2), I analyze narrative operations of recognition. This dimension examines the discursive and affective processes that confer legitimacy upon certain grievances through narrative prominence, while marginalizing or depoliticizing others. Together, these two dimensions demonstrate that the selective extension of recognition is not incidental but constitutive: advocacy campaigns function as a regulatory discourse that redefines the parameters through which justice becomes articulable and communicable in the platform economy.
The primary theoretical contribution of this article is the shift from analyzing brand advocacy as a crisis of authenticity (woke-washing) to analyzing it as a crisis of legibility (governance). By integrating critical platform studies with the philosophy of recognition, it establishes that brand governance functions as a techno-normative promotional practice that produces ontological erasure—not by hiding the Other, but by granting visibility only on the condition that political agency is stripped away. Although theoretical in orientation, the argument is grounded in empirical illustrations that reveal how these regulatory dynamics are enacted through the interplay of semiotic coding and platform affordances. Ultimately, the analysis shifts focus from evaluating campaign performance to interrogating the conditions of visibility through which recognition itself is produced.

Theoretical Framework: Conditions of Legibility and Recognition 
A brand is conventionally understood as a symbolic construct maintained through communicative practices—logos, narratives, and design—that differentiate an organization while influencing how it is recognized by its publics (Lury, 2004; Moor, 2007; Holt, 2016). Within this semiotic tradition, scholars from Barthes (1983) and Eco (1976) to Danesi (2006) have demonstrated that brands do more than communicate values; they establish the cultural parameters of what can be said, felt, and validated. In this sense, branding is not a static entity but a relational process (Cornelissen, 2020), sustained through discursive practices where organizational identity, consumer expectations, and cultural meanings intersect (Cheney, Christensen, & Zorn, 2014; Schroeder & Salzer-Mörling, 2006).
Yet, treating branding solely as a system of meaning-making risks overlooking its material and political function as a regulatory mechanism. As Arvidsson (2006, p. 7) argues, the brand is "an institutional embodiment of the logic of a new form of informational capital," acting not merely as a symbol but as a platform for action that organizes the very conditions under which publics emerge (Arvidsson & Caliadro, 2016). This emphasis aligns with Banet-Weiser’s (2012) and Sobande’s (2024) analyses of branding’s entanglement with cultural politics, and resonates with Kornberger’s (2010) account of how brands structure organizational practice. Here, the brand is not just a cultural expression but a device that organizes the distribution of power and authority.
To theorize this structural power, this article conceptualizes brand governance as a mode of dispersed regulation that operates through the ‘conduct of conduct’ (Foucault, 2007; Rose, 1999). In this view, brands do not impose unilateral coercion but establish the normative parameters within which action is articulated and claims circulate. Building on Hardy’s (2022, p. 173) observation that governance comprises an ensemble of market practices, this framework extends the concept to networked environments where brands regulate legitimacy by establishing the specific semiotic grammars (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006) that determine which grievances are validated.
However, emphasizing regulation carries a theoretical risk. Cova and Dalli (2009) argue that consumers are not only shaped by corporate strategies but act as "working consumers," while Lekakis (2022, 2025) shows how cultural resistance persistently unsettles brand meaning. To avoid the determinism of earlier critical scholarship (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995) or the unbridled optimism of participatory media models (Jenkins, 2006, 2013), the challenge is to theorize structural regulation without reducing publics to passive effects of power. Consequently, agency is not erased but persists only conditionally (Anonymized, 2024), available to those subjects who align their dissent with the requisite protocols of visibility.
Consequently, a critical tension emerges from this conditional agency. The brand operates simultaneously as a discursive site that invites identification and as an institutional gatekeeper that polices the boundaries of the visible. To understand how advocacy campaigns navigate this dual imperative within platformed environments, it is necessary to analyze how they negotiate the management of digital visibilities (Bucher, 2018, 2012; Flyverbom et al., 2016) while establishing their own politics of legibility (Creech, 2020; Gillespie, 2010). To this end, the following sections develop two intersecting analytical dimensions: 1) structural mechanisms of legibility, which examine the institutional arrangements establishing the thresholds of appearance, and 2) narrative operations of recognition, which interrogate the discursive processes that validate specific claims while excluding others.
To investigate this mechanism, the analysis operationalizes two conceptual pairings. The first couples ontological erasure with ethical visibility to interrogate the informational thresholds of appearance and clarify how brand governance regulates the structural boundaries of meaning (RQ1). The second links epistemic injustice to the politics of recognition to examine the communicative coding of legitimacy, revealing how specific narratives are validated while others are foreclosed (RQ2). These dimensions function recursively rather than in isolation as the regulation of legibility constrains the possibilities of political recognition, while established norms of recognition retroactively define which subjects remain ontologically erasable. Together they serve as intersecting diagnostic tools to map the topography of governance.
First Dimension: Ontological Erasure and the Ethics of Visibility
Debates on exclusion in media studies have traditionally prioritized representation, asking who appears and with what consequences. Classic accounts of symbolic annihilation (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Tuchman, 1978) located exclusion in misrepresentation, presuming that marginalized groups could be re-inscribed through more accurate depictions. However, the rise of brand governance within platformed environments necessitates a more radical critique: ontological erasure.
Unlike symbolic annihilation, which addresses distortion, or epistemic injustice, which concerns unavailable interpretive resources, ontological erasure designates the prior condition in which subjects are rendered invisible to the platform. The problem here is not misrepresentation but the failure to register as a valid data point within the logic of the system (Srnicek, 2017; Van Dijck & Poell, 2013). Consequently, the stakes are higher because what is erased is not merely recognition but the capacity to be apprehended as a subject capable of generating value. This perspective reconfigures Giddens’ (1991) concept of ontological security, where the continuity of self (Georgiou, 2013) now depends on algorithmic validation (Cheney-Lippold, 2017; Lagerkvist, 2017). Postcolonial critiques, such as Spivak’s (1988) question of subaltern speech, are thus recontextualized to show how brand governance produces conditions where certain voices are structurally precluded from the digital sphere.
Complementing the concept of ontological erasure is the ethics of visibility (Anonymized, XXXX), a framework that shifts inquiry from the mere fact of representation to the norms that regulate appearance (Cotter, 2019; Flyverbom et al., 2016). It asks not only whether excluded groups appear, but whether their visibility within networked publics (Papacharissi, 2010) is contingent upon adopting specific affective codes (Kanai, 2019; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2018) or aligning with promotional strategy. While ontological erasure designates the absolute threshold of non-existence where causes fail to register as legible (Dobson, 2016), the ethics of visibility interrogates the terms of admission once that threshold is crossed.
The ethics of visibility thus examines whether recognition remains conditional upon simplification or platform compatibility, a constraint requiring that complex political subjectivities be flattened into data-friendly categories to ensure circulation. This dynamic reproduces hierarchies even as it claims to remedy exclusion, revealing that under brand governance, the price of admission to the digital public sphere is often the erasure of political complexity.
Second Dimension: Epistemic Injustice and the Politics of Recognition
While the first dimension concerns the threshold of appearance, the second dimension, narrative operations of recognition, examines the quality of that visibility. Here, epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007) functions not merely as exclusion, but as a form of epistemic violence (Spivak, 1988). It demands affective alignment rather than mere presence, ensuring that the only voices heard are those that translate their grievance into the promotional logic of the brand.
As Povinelli (2002) argues, the "cunning of recognition" compels social actors to adjust their grievances to fit dominant discursive codes; in the digital context, this means translating political difference into consumable expressions compatible with platform affordances. As Banet-Weiser (2018) and Sobande (2020) demonstrate, campaigns extend visibility only by disciplining the substance of dissent to ensure its circulation. By translating political difference into consumable expressions compatible with platform affordances, these strategies prioritize the commercial viability of the message over its political complexity,
Once claims are recognized in these terms, they are granted a form of legitimacy (Dotson, 2014) that affirms the platform's order rather than the movement's goals. Schöps et al. (2017) describe this as "ideological edgework," where brands stage boundary-pushing content without advancing systemic critique—a strategy ensuring dissent remains commercially viable. Ultimately, recognition operates here as a moral endorsement (Sibai et al., 2021) that generates engagement without altering the structural conditions through which legitimacy is distributed.
The political stakes of this mediated recognition shift fundamentally when embedded in digital platforms. Following Fraser (2000), recognition can operate in a containing mode (affirming identity without redistributing power) or a transformative mode (confronting inequality). However, the commercial imperatives of social platforms structurally privilege the containing mode because it optimizes affective economies without disrupting the flow of commerce (Dean, 2009; Karppi, 2018). Advocacy campaigns exploit this by extending recognition as a form of content that validates identity while displacing demands for material redress. In this environment, the transformative potential envisaged by Taylor (1994) is neutralized as the resistance required for structural critique is smoothed away by interfaces designed for rapid consumption.
This intersection exposes the critical paradox of brand governance: the demand for visibility often reinforces the systems of control it seeks to challenge. While epistemic injustice frameworks argue that subjects must be rendered legible to speak (Medina, 2013) and recognition theory posits justice as the acknowledgment of identity (Honneth, 1996), these positions often overlook the violence of becoming datafied subjects. To be made legible within a networked system is to be subjected to coercive regimes of intelligibility (Butler, 2009; Weheliye, 2014) that constrain the subject within the  logic of the platform (Cheney-Lippold, 2017).
Consequently, the connection between epistemic injustice and recognition becomes a shared trap where the pursuit of digital validation reaffirms the authority of the platform. The critical task is therefore to refuse recognition as the ultimate normative horizon and interrogate why mediated visibility is fetishized as the primary remedy for injustice (McNay, 2008).
In summary, this conceptual framework defines brand governance as the techno-normative regulation of moral discourse, operationalized within networked publics through two interrelated dimensions.
The first dimension concerns the structural conditions of legibility, where the interplay of ontological erasure and ethical visibility reveals how entire categories of claims remain algorithmically non-communicable, while others enter circulation only once translated into forms compatible with platform affordances.
The second dimension concerns the narrative operations of recognition, where the lens of epistemic injustice demonstrates that legitimacy is not granted universally but allocated through platformed affective economies. In this context, recognition functions less as an act of justice than as a mechanism of algorithmic selection, privileging emotions that optimize engagement while excluding those oriented toward systemic critique. Consequently, branding does not redress injustice but actively governs it, transforming dissent into a governable resource by determining which grievances can be mobilized and what limited political futures they are permitted to inhabit.

Research Design: Investigating the Semiotics of Advocacy Campaigns
Data collection spans 2017–2022, a period marked by the mainstreaming of sociopolitical themes in brand campaigns. The starting point is the 2017 U.S. Super Bowl, when several ads broke with brand neutrality to address immigration and national identity in response to the Trump presidency. The end point is the onset of the war in Ukraine, which again drew multinational corporations into explicit geopolitical positioning. This frame captures how campaigns both reacted to and anticipated shifting political conditions during a time of polarization. While advocacy predates this period—exemplified by Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty (2004) or Tata Tea’s Jaago Re (2007)—the 2017–2022 interval is distinguished by the normalization of advocacy as a marketing expectation, articulated through explicit links to partisan alignment and polarized publics.
The dataset concludes in 2022, aligned with interviews I conducted between 2020 and 2022 as part of a broader project on brand activism (Anonymized, 2021, 2022, 2023). Although the transcripts are not analyzed here, they guided the identification of campaigns that were most publicly debated, thereby justifying both the temporal scope and purposive selection.
The corpus consists of full-length video advertisements broadcast on television and online platforms, shorter social media spots (YouTube, Instagram, Twitter), and accompanying digital visuals. Campaigns were selected based on a logic of discursive dominance rather than simple commercial success. Criteria included: (1) substantial circulation in advertising trade press, indicating industry legitimation; and (2) engagement metrics, indicating cultural saturation. The resulting dataset comprises widely circulated campaigns from Nike, Patagonia, Dove, Coca-Cola, Gillette, Ben & Jerry’s, and Airbnb (see Table 2).
Crucially, this selection prioritizes ‘successful’ instances of governance—campaigns that effectively established a regime of visibility—over ‘failed’ or marginal attempts. While the exclusion of failed campaigns may overlook instances where governance was contested or rejected, the specific aim of this analysis is to map the normative center of brand governance. To understand how the ‘grid of legibility’ is constructed, it is necessary to analyze the campaigns that successfully instituted these norms, rather than those that failed to gain traction. By focusing on hegemonic examples, the analysis exposes the dominant mechanisms through which recognition is distributed, operating on the premise that governance is best observed in its most effective and widely validated forms.
A specific note on the geographical scope is necessary. The corpus is heavily weighted toward Global North "super-brands," a choice that reflects the structural asymmetry this article critiques. Since the theoretical focus is on ontological erasure and the regulation of global visibility, the analysis must interrogate the centers of power where these regulatory norms are produced. While Western brands do not monopolize advocacy, they disproportionately control the platforms through which "legitimate" dissent is broadcast. Therefore, the focus on the Global North is not a mere limitation but a methodological necessity: to critique the mechanism of erasure, one must analyze the institutional logic of the ‘eraser’—the Western brand—rather than cataloging the diversity of the ‘erased’ (Spivak, 1988). This approach exposes how Northern communicative norms are projected as universal standards of recognition.
While this analysis draws primarily on campaigns from the Global North (specifically the U.S. and Western Europe), it acknowledges that brand governance is not a universal monolith. In Western contexts, the regulatory mechanism relies heavily on the 'liberal' values of individual self-expression and identity politics. However, as these strategies travel to non-Western contexts, the logic of governance likely adapts to different political substrates emphasizing developmentalist narratives in the Global South or navigating authoritarian constraints in illiberal markets. Therefore, while the mechanism of ontological erasure through market logic is global, the specific content of what is erased will vary according to local regimes of citizenship and state power.
Analytical Approach and Coding Procedure
I employ a critical sociosemiotic approach (Hodge & Kress, 1988) to investigate how brands construct moral discourse across textual, visual, and affective modalities. Rather than applying a structuralist semiotics of fixed codes (Barthes, 1972), the analysis foregrounds context-specific processes of meaning-making (Eco, 1976, 1978). Drawing on narrative semiotics (Greimas, 1987), affect theory (Ahmed, 2004), and discourse analysis (Chouliaraki, 2006), I examine how campaigns stage ethical dilemmas, attribute moral authority, and position viewers within affectively charged frameworks (Berlant, 2011).
The typology of strategies—Visionary, Sensitive, and Reflexive—was developed through grounded coding (Charmaz, 2006). Open coding identified recurrent features such as brand protagonism in moral storytelling, representations of the “Other,” and the affective positioning of viewers. Axial coding consolidated these into broader categories of prescriptive authority, empathetic connection, and facilitative reflection, which selective coding synthesized into the three interpretive strategies. Campaigns were chosen to maximize variation in tone, modality, and theme to capture this range.
To guide interpretation, I developed prompts that surfaced latent assumptions within campaign discourse (Fairclough, 2003). These asked: Who defines the moral problem? Which emotions are mobilized, for whom, and against whom? Is the “Other” depicted as an agent or as a symbolic figure? Does the campaign ask viewers primarily to think, feel, or act? These questions linked micro-level features to broader concerns with moral positioning (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). The full coding process is presented in Tables 3 and 4. Rather than privileging positivist reliability, the analysis emphasizes interpretive validity, grounded in coding transparency, conceptual saturation, and theoretical alignment with the critique of moral economies.

Findings: Semiotic Strategies and Moral Structuring in Brand Goverannce 
The analysis identifies three distinct semiotic strategies—Visionary, Sensitive, and Reflexive—that organize how brands articulate moral engagement and position audiences in relation to socio-political issues. These formations should not be understood as fixed categories, but as overlapping repertoires that adapt to the pressures of political contestation and temporal shifts. While distinct in their logic, many campaigns deploy hybrid strategies, combining prescriptive moral authority, affective intimacy, and dialogic framing in varying proportions. Consequently, this typology functions as a heuristic for mapping dominant moral grammars, rather than a classification of discrete forms of advocacy.
Visionary Strategy: ‘Feeling the Other’
The Visionary Strategy emerged across the sample as a mode of moral address marked by prescriptive narrative structures and emotionally heightened semiotic techniques. Identified through iterative coding (Tables 3 and 4), this brand type displayed recurring patterns in articulating moral authority, mobilizing affect, and organizing viewer engagement. Within this semiotic arrangement, audiences are positioned primarily as affirmers of the brand’s moral authority rather than as critical interpreters or reflective participants
Visionary strategy mobilizes urgency and multimodal adaptability to secure affective recognition, privileging emotional alignment over dialogue or critical engagement. As detailed in Table 6, platform affordances play a decisive role in shaping this strategy, influencing how it adapts its core grammar to platform logics: YouTube enables extended ethical storytelling, Instagram condenses it into iconic visuals, and Twitter/X compresses it into binaries that demand immediate alignment. Consequently, this strategy emerged across the sample not just as a rhetorical style, but as a regime of visibility where the "Other" is hyper-visible yet politically mute, and where justice is reframed as a consumptive act of brand endorsement.
The strategy aligns with platform logic by constructing ethical possibility as a binary choice. Because algorithms prioritize content that generates rapid engagement, ambiguity is structurally disincentivized. Consequently, brands like Nike’s Dream Crazy and Ben & Jerry’s End Qualified Immunity frame complex structural injustices as discrete, urgent problems that demand immediate alignment rather than deliberation. By presenting solutions as self-evident, these campaigns stabilize the volatility of social issues, positioning audiences not as critical interpreters but as passive affirmers of the brand’s moral authority.
This dynamic is reinforced by a singular space-time narrative tailored to the ‘perpetual present’ of the scroll. Visionary campaigns compress complex geopolitical histories (Iqani, 2015; 2022) into urgent, universalized crises suitable for instant consumption. As seen in Patagonia’s Vote Our Planet or Ben & Jerry’s refugee initiatives, specific struggles are detached from their local geographies and re-embedded into a generalized ‘global crisis’ (Melgaço & Pinto Coelho, 2022). This space-time compression serves a techno-commercial function: it justifies moral simplification, substituting historical accountability with the affective immediacy required to arrest the user’s attention (Steinbrink, 2019).
Within this dynamic, the brand assumes the role of the primary algorithmic protagonist. The ‘Other’—whether the ‘voiceless nature’ of Patagonia’s campaigns or the aestheticized activists on Ben & Jerry’s Pecan Resist pints—is rendered as a static visual asset rather than a speaking subject. As Sobande (2024) argues, marginalized groups are frequently reduced to a ‘silent minority’ whose visibility validates the brand’s progressive credentials without disrupting its narrative control. The interaction is non-dialectical: the interface affords users the ability to "like" or "share" the brand’s stance, but rarely to negotiate or contest it.
Finally, this regime relies on instrumentalized empathy to drive circulation. Empathy is choreographed through high-contrast visuals and emotive soundscapes designed for maximum algorithmic resonance. As Chouliaraki (2013) and Berlant (2011) suggest, this commodifies care, reducing solidarity to a fleeting moment of affective alignment.
Sensitive Strategy: ‘Feeling for Others’
While platform algorithms frequently privilege high-intensity content, they also necessitate spaces of affective respite to sustain user retention and brand safety. In response to this dual imperative, the Sensitive Strategy operates as a mode of algorithmic selection that reframes ethical engagement through curated vulnerability and quiet resilience. Unlike the Visionary Strategy which demands binary alignment, this approach leverages the platform’s capacity for intimacy to construct a "soft" ethical space. As detailed in Table 7, it prioritizes affective proximity over political friction by translating moral claims into a phenomenological relation between the brand and the audience that is optimized for frictionless sharing.
The efficacy of the Sensitive Strategy lies in its adaptability to specific platform affordances as outlined in Table 8. On YouTube, brands utilize extended durational formats to foster ambient immersion and encourage reflective emotional states rather than narrative climax. Instagram converts this logic into visual intimacy through high-resolution portraiture and handwritten captions that simulate personal connection. Even on Twitter/X, the strategy navigates brevity constraints by deploying poetic fragments and gentle affirmations that maintain affective presence without risking moral polarization. Across these environments, the Sensitive Strategy functions as a regulatory mechanism that grants the "Other" visibility only on the condition of silence to ensure that ethical recognition remains aesthetically resonant but politically inert.
This strategy reconfigures the temporal logic of the feed by shifting from urgent crises to ambient narratives. Where the Visionary Strategy compresses time into an immediate demand for action, the Sensitive Strategy suspends the political present to create a timeless zone of universal human connection. This is evident in Dove’s Courage Is Beautiful campaign which utilized the visual stillness of close-up portraits to elevate healthcare workers as silent icons of sacrifice during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
By stripping away narrative context, the campaign invites viewers into a reflective engagement that celebrates resilience while obscuring the structural realities of labor protections or state responsibility. Similarly, Airbnb’s We Accept responds to the volatility of migration politics by effectively detaching the subject from the specific legal contest over borders. Here the represented figures appear in a generalized space of belonging where racial and religious differences are rendered as aesthetic markers of diversity rather than sites of political contestation.
Central to this logic is the personalization of the Other through an aesthetic of depoliticized intimacy. To ensure viability within polarized networked publics, these campaigns employ a "soft" audiovisual grammar consisting of muted palettes, minimalist scores, and slow-motion imagery that signals non-aggression to the algorithm. Dove’s Reverse Selfieand Coca-Cola’s Together is Beautiful exemplify this tendency by foregrounding individual vulnerability while withholding political agency. The represented subjects are granted high-definition visibility but denied a voice to articulate specific demands. They function instead as vessels for instrumentalized empathy where the viewer is invited to feel with the subject but not to act for them. This reduces recognition to a form of emotional consumption in which the complexity of structural injustice is smoothed over by the pleasure of shared sentiment.
Reflexive Strategy: ‘Feeling with Others’
The Reflexive Strategy emerges as a sophisticated response to the "participatory culture" of networked publics, diverging from the directive certainty of the Visionary mode and the quiet intimacy of the Sensitive. Rather than broadcasting a singular moral truth, this strategy aligns with the dialogic affordances of platforms by positioning the brand not as a protagonist but as discursive facilitator of plural ethical narratives. As outlined in the iterative coding (Table 9), this approach manages complexity by inviting viewers to interpret and question within a contingent moral field, effectively converting the volatility of online debate into a form of managed multivocality.
Crucially, the success of the Reflexive Strategy relies on its specific adjustment to platform affordances (Table 10). On YouTube, brands exploit extended durational formats and comment sections to foster "slow" testimonial complexity that encourages reflective engagement. Instagram adaptations utilize "takeover" formats and unpolished Stories to simulate unmediated community voicing, fostering low-intensity forms of witnessing. Even Twitter/X, typically a site of polarization, is repurposed through threaded conversations and retweets that mimic democratic deliberation. By adopting these platform-native behaviors, the brand masks its regulatory role, appearing instead as a neutral participant in a shared ethical project.
This strategy operationalizes narrative multivocality to navigate the fragmented nature of the social feed. Rejecting linear scripting, campaigns like Nike’s You Can't Stop Us utilize split-screen montages to suture diverse subjectivities—disabled and non-disabled, amateur and professional—into a visual continuity that conveys connection without erasing difference. Here, moral authority is distributed rather than centralized; the voiceover is minimal, and meaning emerges through the rhythmic juxtaposition of bodies. Similarly, Gillette’s The Best Men Can Be departs from definitive resolution by acknowledging the ambivalence of toxic masculinity. By leaving the narrative explicitly unresolved, the brand signals a "controlled openness," engaging the audience’s desire for debate while ensuring that the parameters of that debate remain within corporate safeguards. In this mode, the "Other" is granted partial agency—appearing as a speaking subject rather than a symbol—yet their voice circulates strictly within boundaries that protect institutional interests.
The Reflexive Strategy further distinguishes itself by grounding ethics in situated empathy (Table 9). Unlike the universalizing abstractions of the Visionary approach, this mode anchors affect in specific, operational contexts. Airbnb’s Open Homes initiative exemplifies this by framing displacement through the lens of domestic hospitality rather than geopolitical crisis. By showcasing everyday acts of hosting, the campaign positions the brand as the site where ethical norms becomes legible. Displaced subjects appear not as abstract victims but as participants in a shared space of encounter. However, this recognition is inherently depoliticizing: it celebrates private generosity and individual resilience while diverting attention from the structural drivers of displacement or the platform’s own impact on housing markets. Recognition is extended as a gesture of incomplete solidarity, inviting audiences to witness complexity without demanding systemic redress.
Finally, this strategy validates everyday moral labor as a site of ethical value. By valorizing ordinary acts of parenting, teaching, or caregiving, the Reflexive mode normalizes ethical difference and framing morality as an ongoing, collective project rather than a heroic binary. 
To sum up, these three strategies delineate a moral economy of brand governance that governs visibility through distinct strategies. The Visionary Strategy functions through algorithmic polarization, converting political struggle into moral certainty to drive rapid alignment. The Sensitive Strategy operates through affective regulation, translating conflict into ambient feeling to ensure circulation through platforms. The Reflexive Strategy functions through managed participation, staging plurality and openness to value engagement while strictly defining the limits of political possibility. Together, they reveal how brand governance regulates the conditions under which justice can be seen, felt, and claimed.

Discussion: Political and Regulatory Recognition
In addressing the first research question, the analysis reveals that advocacy functions not as a vehicle for recognition, but as a mechanism of regulatory legibility. Injustice is not treated as a pre-given reality awaiting disclosure but is constituted through rules that define what can appear as a valid grievance. Crucially, this regulation is inextricable from the platforms that host it. Brand governance does not operate in a vacuum but aligns with platform affordances (Bucher, 2018; Nieborg & Poell, 2018) to enforce specific ‘regimes of attention.’ Whether through Instagram’s demand for visual intimacy or Twitter’s bias for polarizing rhetoric, the brand’s ‘grid of legibility’ serves the platform’s commercial imperative: to filter out content that introduces friction or complexity. Consequently, exclusion is not a secondary effect but the organizing principle that secures the campaign's coherence.
This regulatory dynamic produces distinct forms of ontological erasure. The Visionary Strategy, for instance, governs through hyper-visibility, granting recognition to the ‘heroic individual’ only by erasing the structural conditions of their existence (e.g., labor rights). Conversely, the Sensitive Strategy governs through vulnerability, where the ethics of visibility (Anonymized, xxx) is conditional upon passivity; the marginalized subject appears clearly only when stripped of political agency. In both instances, the subject is permitted to speak, but only within a register that precludes the articulation of structural demands. The ‘worker’ is erased to make room for the ‘hero,’ while the political claimant is displaced by the ‘suffering body.’
Central to this governance is a critical paradox regarding the role of emotion. Advocacy campaigns do not merely reflect public sentiment but actively reorganize it into affective codes. What is often framed as empathy functions less as an intersubjective recognition of the Other and more as a moderated, market-oriented form of sympathy. In this translation, empathy is reframed as a generalized sentiment that signals moral concern without requiring structural critique. This codification privileges ‘safe’ emotions such as admiration, gratitude, and compassion, while excluding registers such as grief, indignation, or rage that could disrupt consensus or demand material accountability.
This organization of feeling is not uniform; rather, it is tailored specifically to each of the three repertoires of governance. The Visionary Strategy activates anger and moral indignation but channels them strictly toward individual heroism, reinforcing the brand as the primary political agent. The Sensitive Strategy, conversely, privileges admiration and tenderness, suppressing structural antagonism through the safer idiom of care and resilience. Finally, the Reflexive Strategy legitimates ambivalence and irony, signaling a knowing openness while deferring any decisive engagement. In all three cases, the brand determines the "emotional key" in which justice can be performed.
Consequently, this regulatory process specifies which emotions are recognized as credible markers of moral engagement. Drawing on Wispé (1986) and Escalas and Stern (2003), this relies on a viewer capable of decoding affective cues not for their political significance, but for their alignment with the brand’s narrative order. Emotions are thus not mobilized to build relational solidarity, but to facilitate transmission within the promotional circuit. Brand governance, therefore, does not suppress feeling; it curates it, ensuring that the only emotions that circulate are those that can be converted into value.
Addressing the second research question, the analysis demonstrates that legitimacy is not intrinsic to a grievance but is produced through narrative operations aligned with platform affordances. Whether through the visual intimacy of Instagram or the polarizing brevity of Twitter, communication ethics are increasingly reconfigured by a promotional regime of solidarity (Chouliaraki, 2013). Consequently, power functions here as a grammar of narration where the brand enforces strict narrative rules that distinguish valid suffering from that which remains linguistically inadmissible. Recognition is therefore not a mechanism of inclusion but of narrative discipline. It acknowledges injustice only on the condition that it is stripped of its disruptive political force.
This discipline functions through a process of affective translation. As observed across the Visionary and Sensitive strategies, antagonistic emotions such as rage or class resentment are systematically recoded into registers compatible with the reputational needs of the brand. Racial injustice is rephrased as resilience while structural neglect is reframed as an opportunity for empathy. This confirms the logic of epistemic injustice where the marginalized subject is heard only when they adopt the emotional vocabulary of the dominant market (Illouz, 2007). This dynamic is intensified by the logic of platform capitalism (Srnicek, 2017), which treats social interaction as raw material for data extraction. In this environment, emotions are not just felt but harvested as value. Consequently, solidarity ceases to be a political relation and becomes a managed affective alignment that is quantified and optimized for algorithmic engagement.
Ultimately, these findings refine the theoretical understanding of strategic communication (Edwards, 2016). While existing critical scholarship argues that brands absorb or depoliticize dissent (Banet-Weiser, 2012; Sobande, 2024), this analysis suggests a more complex dynamic where brands productively reconfigure dissent into a regulated techno-politics. Campaigns do not merely silence conflict but reorganize it into forms that can circulate without impediment. By determining the ontological conditions under which voice can be conceived, advocacy campaigns set the normative threshold for what counts as a valid grievance. Thus, recognition is not the remedy for inequality but the very framework that stabilizes it by ensuring that the only revolutions that are televised are those that can be monetized.
The analysis thus culminates in a critical dialectic where digital platforms offer unprecedented visibility for social causes but simultaneously erode political agency. This tension between the promise of appearance and the discipline of the platform necessitates a conceptual rupture in how recognition is understood. To address this, the primary theoretical advancement of this article lies in the distinction between political recognition and regulatory recognition. Political recognition acknowledges claims in their structural and collective force and grants visibility even when grievances resist assimilation. Regulatory recognition by contrast extends legitimacy only when claims align with the affective and reputational requirements that sustain the promotional order. Within the current platform economy, recognition operates primarily in this regulatory mode. Brand governance therefore does not simply co-opt dissent but circumscribes the parameters of mediated visibility. It privileges a specific mode of appearance where the struggle for justice is increasingly conflated with the metrics of engagement, creating a terrain where structural critique must constantly negotiate its right to appear. 

Conclusion
The analysis demonstrates that brand governance operates not merely as a form of corporate influence but as a techno-normative logic that attempts to regulate the conditions of political recognition. Visibility expands in quantitative terms as campaigns proliferate across platforms, yet legibility narrows as the criteria for admissible claims contract. What appears as openness is structured by restriction, since advocacy is organized by the techno-commercial imperative to privilege communicable affect over political antagonism. This dynamic exemplifies the tension between ontological erasure and ethical visibility: some subjects cannot appear unless their claims conform to the affective requirements of the brand-platform nexus, while others are excluded before recognition is conceivable.
However, identifying this logic does not imply that corporate control is absolute or that digital publics are passive recipients. On the contrary, brand governance emerges precisely as a strategic response to the networked publics. It is an attempt to negotiate order in a digital space where meaning is perpetually at risk of collapsing into noise or polarization. The strategies analyzed here—Visionary, Sensitive, and Reflexive—are not guaranteed outcomes but precarious management techniques designed to contain these risks Thus, governance should be understood not as a totalizing force that eliminates agency (Anonymized, xxx, p. x), but as a continuous, often anxious, effort to channel the unpredictable energy of activism into safe, valorized circuits (Anonymized, xxx, p. x).
This distinguishes brand governance from adjacent concepts. Unlike promotional culture, which focuses on the commercialization of meaning, or platform governance, brand governance isolates the specific intersection where corporate moral authority and algorithmic visibility converge. It describes the process by which brands do not simply navigate platforms but actively operationalize platform logic to set the boundaries of the visible.
Finally, regarding the concentration on Global North "super-brands," this asymmetry is a deliberate methodological choice aligned with the project of decolonization. To critique the mechanics of ontological erasure, the analysis must target the centers of hegemonic power where these regulatory norms are produced. The paper interrogates Western brands not to center them, but to expose the "affective imperialism" by which they impose universalist standards of legibility. By focusing on the mechanism of the eraser rather than the erased, the study seeks to denaturalize the dominant logic of governance, thereby clearing the ground for future research to center Southern communicative agency and resistance.
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