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ABSTRACT

Author: Jennings, Christa L. MA
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: May 2019
Title: Social Media in Politics: Exploring Trump’s Rhetorical Strategy During the 2016 U.S.
Presidential Campaign Within the Context of Twitter’s Discursive Space.
Committee Chair: Steven A. Carr
The prevalence of social media in political campaigns are changing the face of politics in the
United States and abroad. The rapid pace at which this change is occurring demands inquiry into
the previously unexplored area of unconventional political campaign messaging practices on social
media. Investigation of Donald Trump’s use of tweets as rhetorical strategy in the discursive space
of Twitter during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign revealed a bypass of traditional media and
its source verification processes. This circumventing of mainstream media channels facilitated
Trump’s deployment of an unchecked ‘broken system’ narrative alleging government corruption
and a rigged system. Trump’s tweet discourses tapped into existing feelings of disenfranchisement
and disaffection felt by a self-identified politically marginalized segment of society. This study
investigates how social media use in political campaigns can serve as a public sphere for
contestation of social and political norms. An interdisciplinary theoretical frame comprised of
Feenberg’s critical theory of technology, McLuhan’s media ecology, Fraser’s counterpublic
spheres, and Iser’s implied reader offer new understandings about the power of anti-establishment
discourses and a hybrid discursive space to destabilize governing institutions and redefine social
and political identities. Study of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy granted insights into the
social and political capacity of alternative truth to undermine the political process. Further, it
uncovered the power of social media to awaken and leverage existing political identities for
personal political gain.
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CHAPTER 1. CONVENTIONAL SOCIAL MEDIA IN POLITICAL
CAMPAIGNS

1.1 Introduction
The prevalence of social media in politics signals a seismic shift in traditional campaign messaging
practices. Previous scholarship considered social media in politics mostly in how it used traditional
campaign messaging, online community building, and mobilization of supporters. Research has
yet to evaluate how social media use in politics can serve as a kind of public sphere for contestation
of social and political norms. At the time of the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign, Twitter emerged
as a communicative ecosystem, simultaneously operating to circumvent traditional news media,
while at the same time generating its own news in mainstream media outlets. Social media’s
increased presence in politics and its power to dictate traditional mainstream news warrants
investigation of its potential impact on the political process. In particular, study of tweets operating
as rhetorical strategy within the discursive space of Twitter affords understanding about the impact
of social media on democracy.
The 2016 U.S. presidential campaign took place amidst an increasingly fractured
sociopolitical landscape. A growing public perception that government and elites ignored
democratic concerns had taken root. Around the globe populist candidates won elections, and
landmark socio-economic policy changes marked significant shifts in political ideology and the
balance of power. In the West, technological innovation, racial tension, intolerance of
multiculturalism, and the global economy contributed to growing dissatisfaction with government.
Within a milieu of civil discontent, some politicians gained power by portraying ‘rights’ as no
longer protecting the public from the state, but rather, as protecting suspected terrorists or asylum
seekers at the expense of the safety, economic stability, and cultural preferences of a presumed
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majority (Roth, 2017). The election of Donald Trump as president in the U.S. is one of the most
vivid illustrations of this populist ideology.
On 20 January 2017, the 70-year old billionaire real estate mogul, lacking any political
experience, was sworn into office as the 45 President of the United States. During the short time
th

between the announcement of candidacy in June 2016 and his November 2016 victory, Trump
engaged in a tactical digital campaign. This campaign disseminated populist messaging,
articulating central themes of intolerance for government collusion, widespread media bias, and a
system already rigged against most Americans. The strategies observed in Trump’s tweets were
unlike any political social media use yet observed. Trump’s tweets revealed a distinctive rhetorical
strategy unlike any yet observed in a social media political campaign. A recent phenomenon, the
use of social network sites by presidential candidates formally emerged during the 2008
presidential campaign. Since that time, political campaigns have worked to integrate “old” or
“traditional” media (print, radio, and television) with the “new” digital media of the Internet;
websites, podcasts, blogs, and social media (Daou, 2008; Tumasjan, Sprenger, Sandner, & Welpe,
2010). This hybrid media facilitates the delivery of conventional campaign messaging across
multiple platforms to a broader and more readily accessible audience (Conway, Kenski & Wang,
2015; Gross & Johnson, 2016; Winslow, 2011). Yet most research on social media in politics has
yet to examine how tweets can function as rhetorical strategy within this hybrid discursive space.
Further, scholarship has not yet examined how these tweets contributed to a shaping of social
identity and in so doing, appealed to a politically marginalized segment of society.
One way of understanding how Twitter works within a hybrid discursive space is to look
at conventional uses of social media in political campaigns. Political Science and Communication
scholarship on social media in politics currently expresses significant interest in how political
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campaigns can incorporate new media platforms in traditional ways. A recent and rapidly growing
phenomenon, research about social media in politics has yet to catch up to recent changes in the
ways politicians have come to use social media. In particular, some candidates demonstrate social
network site preference for campaign messaging or interacting with constituents. Exploring how
social media act as hybrid discursive spaces shifts the focus away from conventional practices and
broadens our understanding about the power of internet-mediated communication in political
messaging. Studying Trump’s use of Twitter as a rhetorical strategy moves research away from
study of conventional political campaign uses and toward understanding how politicized social
media contributes to an increasingly fragmented socio-cultural landscape.
Much of the current scholarship remains fixed upon the presence of social media in politics,
rather than how social media has had an impact on the political process. The recent introduction
of social media into political communication demands serious assessment of the impact this
phenomenon has had on governing institutions or democracy. Since 2008, scholarship has treated
the emergence of politicized social media mostly in terms of a transition from old media to new
media (Pew Research 2008/2012; Winslow, 2011), of voter candidate selection (Conway, Kenski
& Wang, 2015; Winslow, 2011), and of online community building (Conway, Kenski & Wang,
2015; Daou, 2008; Gross & Johnson, 2016; Pew Research, 2012). Exploration of these areas
revealed conventional uses of political social media as distribution of traditional campaign
messaging across new platforms (Conway, Kenski & Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Kreiss, 2016;
Parmelee, 2013; Winslow, 2011), and candidate leveraging of digital platforms for voter
assessment (Conway, Kenski & Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Gross & Johnson, 2016; Pew Research,
2008/2012; Winslow, 2011). The short time since the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign highlights
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a new and emerging research front that additionally will examine unconventional political social
media uses.
Trump’s tweets during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign fall outside conventional
patterns of social media use in political campaigns. Trump’s Twitter practices functioned to
intentionally bypass mainstream media and public relations officials in asserting an independent
and unchecked narrative. Dominant public discourse surrounding Trump’s use of Twitter in 2016
emphasized that, while many politicians have attempted to bypass old media in recent years,
Trump’s ability to sidestep mainstream media was the most effective by a politician to date
(Conway, Kenski & Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Gross & Johnson, 2016). Trump’s success in
circumventing mainstream media was due, in part, to his insistence on managing his own Twitter
account. Though political campaign operatives staffed Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and
Google+ social media pages, Trump personally managed his Twitter account throughout the 2016
presidential race (Ott, 2017; Tsur, Ognyanova & Lazer, 2016). The choice to personally interact
with the Twitterverse sans public relations officials or campaign staffers permitted Trump to
effectively sidestep the checks and balances of mainstream media, including fact-finding and
verification of sources. The discursive space of Twitter provided a new and unique sphere of
influence in which Trump asserted anti-establishment rhetoric. This distinctive use of Twitter
subverted traditional political campaign social media practices and dialogs (Daou, 2008).
Together, Feenberg’s (2005) critical theory of technology, McLuhan’s (1964) media
ecology, Fraser’s (1990) counterpublics, and Iser’s (1978) implied reader grant understanding
about the ways tweets as rhetorical strategy can function to destabilize democratic political
institutions and processes. Scholarship has yet to recognize the significance of unconventional uses
of social media to sidestep mainstream media filters. Trump’s tweets offer a rhetorical frame for
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exploration of the impact on the political process of bypassing mainstream media to promote a
pseudo-populist agenda. Further, it grants insight into the relationship between tweets as rhetorical
strategy and audience identification as politically marginalized. Suitable theoretical perspectives
deepen our understanding about the ways tweets as rhetorical strategy operate in digital discursive
spaces “where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter discourses to
formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs,” (Fraser, 1990, p.
67). Investigation of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy reveals some of the ways in which antiestablishment discourses serve as a rhetorical device by which political candidates or campaigns
can subvert power. This study examines the ways in which Trump’s tweets functioned as rhetorical
strategy in the discursive space of Twitter and in what ways those tweets, as rhetorical strategy,
accommodated audience identification. The aim of the project is to gain understanding about the
ways tweets as rhetorical strategy can function to destabilize democratic political institutions and
processes.
1.2 Research Aims and Questions
Trump’s tweets functioned as rhetorical strategy in the discursive space of Twitter. Further
investigation can offer deeper insight into the impact of social media in politics and the ways it
can establish knowledge through social practices. Twitter, as a public sphere, represents a
convergence of power where individuals come together to identify and discuss culture, society,
and politics. Recognizing Twitter as a hybrid discursive space can contribute to our understanding
of how social network sites act as a point of contact, wherein discourses attach to rhetorical
strategies of dominance or resistance and serve as a form of power circulating in the digital arena.
In this discursive space, tweets become part of a larger rhetorical strategy for political gain.
Examining the performative power of 140-character tweets to convey meaning, influence, and
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persuade contributes to our understanding of the ways social media impacts society, politics, and
communication. Further, study of Trump’s use of Twitter sheds light on the social and political
impact of tweets organized, presented, and sequenced to present other truths or alternative facts.
Scholarship has yet to assess the ways Trump’s tweets challenged the normalized and
naturalized existing political order and its governing institutions, or how those tweets affected the
political process. By studying rhetorical strategy in digital discourse and considering how this
strategy can destabilize institutional forms, the project illustrates how the discursive space of
Twitter operates as a public sphere for contestation of dominant narratives. Understanding how
Twitter exists as a hybrid discursive space is crucial to discerning the ways tweets convey meaning
and how that meaning resonates with a self-perceived politically marginalized segment of society.
These aims informed the development of two research questions this study will attempt to answer:
Main research question:
RQ: In what ways did Donald Trump’s tweets during the 2016 presidential campaign function as
a rhetorical strategy in the discursive space of Twitter?
Supplementary research question:
RQ1. In what ways did Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy accommodate audience identification
as politically marginalized?
1.3 A Socio-Cultural Approach to Twitter’s Discursive Space
Trump’s tweets during 2016 emerged from a larger system of social and technological processes
at work and reflect the changes taking place in a landscape undergoing a significant sea change.
Deeply intertwined technological and social paradigm shifts at the time of Trump’s candidacy
revealed a complex milieu of ideological change spurred, in part, by deeper integration of the
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Internet with daily life. The diffusion of innovative technologies highlighted an erosion of social
forms and institutions.
Trump’s use of social media to bypass more traditional media is an extension and
acceleration of technological processes that scholars like Ong (1980, 1998), Ellul (1965, 1980,
1988), and McLuhan (1964, 1966, 1967) have long recognized as contributing to the fragmentation
of shared experience. By its nature, technological innovation produces competition between
conflicting worldviews. The resulting tension operates to erode the institutional forms and
processes integral to American society and culture. According to Postman (1992), “technology
creates new conceptions of what is real, and in the process, undermines older conceptions,” (p.
12). This is evidenced in the transition from an oral tradition, which emphasized group learning,
cooperation, and social responsibility, to print, which stresses individualized learning,
competition, and autonomy, (Ong, 1980; Postman, 1992). The potential of new technology to
redefine social identity through a conflict of values reveals the ideological bias embedded in a
medium. In a digital age tools actualize “a predisposition to construct the world as one thing rather
than another, to value one thing over another, to amplify one sense or skill or attitude more loudly
than another,” (Postman, 1992, p. 13). In this way new technologies compete with old ones for
time, attention, money, prestige, and dominance of world view (Postman, 1992).
Like the 15th Century arrival of the printing press, emergence of social media in politics
signaled a significant turning point in the democratization of knowledge. The mass distribution of
information, previously reserved for analysis, shaping, and circulation by traditional media
gatekeepers, was suddenly readily available for interpretation and dissemination by anyone with
access to the Internet. In 2016, social media displaced the traditional news media platforms of
television and print. In particular, social media demonstrated remarkable power to circumvent
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traditional news outlets with 62% of Americans getting news from social media in 2016 (Shearer
& Gottfried, 2017). In the case of Twitter, this decentering of authority granted tweets performative
power; where 140-character tweets could operate as individual narratives crafted with the aid of
an imagined audience.
It is amid this complex socio-technological sea change that Trump’s tweets emerged, as a
point of contact in the relationship between his visualization of a disaffected working class and
anti-establishment rhetoric. Marked by three important messaging features: government
corruption, a rigged system, and us vs. them, Trump’s tactically deployed anti-establishment
narrative operated to accommodate a segment of Americans disenfranchised with the political
system (Green & Issenberg, 2016; Hunter & Bowman, 2016; MacGillis, 2016; Rolsky, 2016).
Further, Trump’s tweets operated to manipulate media coverage of his campaign and himself. “As
traditional media cover social media trends, politicians can respond by posting to social media
about their news coverage, which may elicit enough of a response to ‘trend’ thereby creating more
news,” (Mendes, 2016, p. 71). The often-controversial nature of Trump’s tweet content worked to
simultaneously appeal to his base while generating traditional news coverage.
Examples of the convergence between a self-identified politically marginalized segment of
society and anti-establishment rhetoric, include the following tweets: “This election is absolutely
being rigged by dishonest and distorted media pushing Crooked Hillary – but also at many polling
places – SAD,” “Wow, Twitter, Google and Facebook are burying the FBI criminal investigation
of Clinton. Very dishonest media!” and “The only thing that can stop this corrupt machine is YOU.
The only force strong enough to save our country is US. #VoteTrumpPence16,” (Trump, 2016f,
2016oo, 2016tt).
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B)

C)

Figure 1: Examples of Trump’s Anti-Establishment Discourses
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1.4 Review of Literature
Much of scholarship on social media and politics has focused exclusively on conventional uses of
social media in political campaigning. The research falls within one of three areas: a shift from
traditional media to new media (Pew Research, 2008/2012; Winslow, 2011), identification of
causal links between social media campaigning and voter candidate selection (Daou, 2008;
Winslow, 2011), and the importance of social media for community building and mobilization
(Conway, Kenski & Wang, 2015; Gross & Johnson, 2016; Jennings, 2019). Considerable focus on
the shift from old media to new media and conventional campaign messaging impact signals a
substantial deficit in our understanding of unconventional uses of social media in political
campaigns. Trump’s distinctive use of Twitter was a notable divergence from conventional social
media uses by a politician. These sociocultural and technological processes very much played a
critical role leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election. By examining more closely these
processes, this project can shed new light on the complex relationship between social media and
political campaigning in an area of study that for now has mostly construed social media as only
one part of a much larger campaign of political messaging. Exploration of unconventional uses of
social media in political campaigns can offer insights into the impact of social media on the
political process.
Scholarship about social media in politics demonstrates significant attention to the
incorporation of “new” media into traditional campaign messaging and strategy. Some scholarship
cites the presidential campaigns between 2004 and 2012 as a time when traditional print and
broadcast outlets worked in tandem with the new media of social network sites, blogs, and online
forums. Until the advent of Trump’s unconventional use of Twitter in 2016, a tenuous but workable
relationship existed between old and new media. While this research offers insights into successful
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integration of new media outlets with traditional media campaigning, it does not consider the
consequences of such a substantial shift in the media sources Americans relied on for campaign
news. The start of the 21st century marked a significant socio-technological paradigm shift, as
traditional campaign messaging outlets were being rapidly eclipsed by new Internet-mediated tools
(Conway, Kenski & Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Pew Research, 2008/2012; Winslow, 2011). One
consequence of this shift was a growing reliance on internet-mediated outlets for news and
campaign information. According to Pew Research Center, in 2016, 62% of American adults
consumed their news on social media compared to 49% in 2012 (Gottfried & Shearer, 2016).
Trump’s use of Twitter during the 2016 presidential election cycle offers evidence of the growing
acceptance by Americans of social media as viable campaign news.
A second area of political social media campaigns research has demonstrated the need to
gather additional data about who makes up constituents who support a candidate or elected official
(Conway, Kenski & Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Gross & Johnson, 2016; Pew Research, 2008/2012;
Winslow, 2011). The literature explored some ways social media permitted voter insights and
assessment of how individual users viewed candidates and the race. Unprecedented platforms for
public dialog, social network sites are defined by Boyd and Ellison (2007) as individual web-based
services, which permit users to construct a public or semi-public profile within a confined system
allowing connection to other users, as well as viewing, accessing, and connecting to other user’s
connections. (This definition allows for distinction between the singular use of individual social
media platforms, such as Twitter or Facebook, and comprehensive references to social media as
the entirety of social network sites and other forms of social digital media). The nature of social
media as a public forum coupled with its immense networking capacity significantly impacted the
political communication landscape. In particular, it afforded an enormous amount of public
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opinion expression and contributed to an increase in negative campaigning (Conway, Kenski &
Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Gross & Johnson, 2016). Further, social media as vast networks of direct
and indirect connections can produce audiences of exponential size. According to Daou (2008),
one-time advisor to Hillary Clinton, the 2008 presidential election marked the first time the
electorate was thinking aloud in virtual spaces, unconstrained and unfiltered by partisan mass
media gatekeepers. This vast and unfettered forum for sharing political ideology, perspectives, and
candidate support offered campaigns substantial insights into voters and their perceptions of
campaigns.
The potential of social media to perform as a public sphere contributed to a research interest
in online community building for political campaigns (Bode & Dalrymple, 2016; Conway, Kenski
& Wang, 2015; Daou, 2008; Gross & Johnson, 2016; Pew Research, 2008/2012; The Republican
Primaries, 2014; Winslow, 2011). In particular, a literature focus on historically effective social
media use in politics examined the relationship between online community building and political
support and mobilization (Bode & Dalrymple, 2016; Jennings, 2019; The Republican Primaries,
2014). Some of this research examined Obama’s 2012 campaign in which the skillful incorporation
of social media into the overall campaign built a substantial and influential online community. In
fact, Obama’s integration of social network sites into his 2008 campaign is credited as having
established social media as a crucial part of the campaign toolbox (Daou, 2008; Tumasjan,
Sprenger, Sandner, & Welpe, 2010). The most notable aspect of the Obama campaign’s online
community building was its use of social network sites to directly communicate with voters. “The
Obama campaign posted nearly four times as much content as the Romney campaign…[and]
engendered more response from the public - twice the number of shares, views and comments,”
(Pew Research, 2012, para. 2). While the literature establishes the potential of social media in
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politics for community building through direct candidate-constituent messaging, it does not
consider the potential for unconventional uses of this campaign strategy to subvert institutional
forms and processes.
While existing scholarship is of benefit for framing and understanding conventional
political social media use to date, research on specific candidates and unconventional uses of social
network sites is minimal and does little to elucidate its impact on the political process.
Trump’s use of Twitter during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign reveals the potential of social
media to operate as a communicative ecosystem dually functioning to both bypass and generate
mainstream news media. A technological shift toward new media and a growing sociocultural
preference for internet-mediated outlets permanently altered the political messaging landscape. At
the time of the 2016 U.S. presidential Primary, social media had become “an important weapon in
the campaign messaging arsenal,” (Gross & Johnson, 2016, p. 749). In particular, Twitter took
center stage in the battle for new media dominance among campaign staffers and mainstream news
media alike. Of the available social network sites in 2016, Twitter and its 140-character limit
surfaced as a significantly influential, prominent, and pervasive tool in election campaigns
(Gaurav, Srivastava, Kumar, & Miller, 2013; Jungherr, 2016; Verweij, 2012). Trump’s adoption
of Twitter during his presidential campaign afforded him direct interaction with the Twitterverse
sans public relations personnel or traditional media filters. Dominant public discourse surrounding
Trump’s use of Twitter during his campaign asserts that while politicians have attempted to
sidestep mainstream media in recent years, Trump’s ability to do so has been the most effective
by a politician to date (Trump Defends, 2016). Trump’s unparalleled bypass of mainstream media
has only been made possible within the last decade.

21
In addition to facilitating a bypass of mainstream media, Twitter’s unique ability to
generate mainstream news made it an ideal space for Trump’s rhetorical strategy. Its extraordinary
power to influence journalists and traditional media made Twitter a formidable resource for
political agenda-building and media influencing during presidential election cycles. The site
attracted an increasing number of candidates, reporters, and members of the public who desired to
comment on, engage, and investigate public reactions to politics (Jungherr, 2016). Unlike other
social network sites, Twitter emerged as a viable campaign resource for candidates, press, and the
public alike (Gaurav, Srivastava, Kumar, & Miller, 2013; Verweij, 2012). The site demonstrated
unprecedented capacity to shape the norms and practices of political reporters and editors who
used it (Gross & Johnson, 2016; Parmelee, 2013). Part of Twitter’s appeal was its symbiotic
relationship between agendas in Twitter posts and traditional news; its 140-character limit acted
“as a liberating constraint, leading candidates to issue sound bites ready for potential distribution
not only online, but through conventional media, as tweets become news,” (Gross & Johnson,
2016, p. 748; Wells, et al., 2016). This synergism extended to the different ways campaign staffers
used Twitter to influence the agendas of political journalists and appeal to strong supporters. In
fact, it proved more consequential for political reporters than any other form of social media, as
politicians and others sought to influence news coverage by sending public relations materials,
such as press releases, directly to journalists or reporters (Parmelee, 2013). Hence, political
campaigning on social media exercised performative power, influencing situational definitions
through timely, meaningful, and rhetorically effective communicative action and inaction (Kreiss,
2016).
The capability of Twitter to simultaneously bypass traditional media filters and produce
mainstream news made it an ideal platform for Trump’s anti-establishment messaging. Trump’s
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tweets as rhetorical strategy accommodated a self-proclaimed politically marginalized segment of
society disaffected with government, resentful of the elite, and increasingly intolerant of migrants.
In the decades leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election, a perceived loss of the American
dream by a presumed majority fueled a growing dissatisfaction with the political, economic, and
sociocultural status quo (Hunter & Bowman, 2016; Rolsky, 2016). Hunter and Bowman (2016)
posit the United States is in the midst of an evolving cultural divide wherein Americans live within
a “chasm of fundamentally different worldviews,” (p. 10). This is due, in part, to the growth and
abundance of partisan news media in comparison to the pervasiveness of the information available
on the Internet (Rolsky, 2016). A rise in personal alienation or disaffection from governing
institutions is thought to have mounted, as a result of decades of discursive strategies, used
promiscuously by both sides of the divide, designed to debase opponents or their arguments and
“amplified by a powerful media industry more driven by entertainment value than truth” (Hunter
& Bowman, 2016, p. 58). The Internet and social media bridged the gap created by partisan media
offering virtual solidarity through an anonymous political community. This solidarity provides
seeming continuity amidst chaos yet cannot be without long-term consequence.
This growing cultural divide is a salient context for investigation of how Trump’s tweets
accommodated a particular audience. Trump’s tweets are marked by accusations of political
corruption, collusion between Wall Street and Washington, media bias, and a rigged system. This
anti-establishment rhetoric resonated with a disaffected self-proclaimed presumed majority of
Americans labeled “the forgotten” (MacGillis, 2016). “The forgotten” are described as a segment
of white working-class evangelical Americans who, having become disenfranchised with the
political system, withdrew from political participation several decades ago (Green & Issenberg,
2016; MacGillis, 2016). Targeting this cohort through anti-establishment tweets was made
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possible through extensive data gathering and analysis conducted on behalf of Trump by his data
team, Cambridge Analytica. A subsidiary of Strategic Communication Laboratories (SCL) Group
of the United Kingdom, Cambridge Analytica was co-founded by Steve Bannon as the state-side
affiliate of the private British behavioral research and strategic communication company. In 2014,
Cambridge conducted extensive geographically diverse data gathering in the United States in an
effort to build profiles of probable voters (Matthews, 2018). The endeavor included information
harvested from a personality quiz which helped gather nearly 5,000 data points on 87 million
Facebook users (Vaughan-Nichols, 2018). The yielded data isolated a high-level of alienation
among white Americans with a conservative bent, some of whom had not participated in a
presidential election in several election cycles (Green & Issenberg, 2016; Matthews, 2018). These
findings contributed to the development of individualized targeted advertising and engagement
ads, which tested anti-establishment messages (Vaughan-Nichols, 2018). The most resonant
messages were, “drain the swamp,” “deep state,” and “build the wall,” (Matthews, 2018; Sheth,
2018). In addition to exposing an ever-widening cultural divide among Americans, Cambridge
exposed underlying dissatisfaction with partisan mainstream media. Cambridge data analysis
concluded that partisan media was contributing to a rise in working class voter disaffection. In
what is publicly recognized as an act of revenge, these disenfranchised “new republicans” reemerged during the 2016 U.S. presidential election cycle to reclaim the rights and privileges
afforded them as the presumed majority.
1.5 Conclusion
A scholarly focus on conventional uses of social media in politics does little to shed light on the
power of social media to influence the political process. Investigation of Trump’s tweets as
rhetorical strategy contributes to our lack of knowledge about the impact on democracy of
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unconventional uses of Twitter in political campaigns. In particular, insight into Twitter as an
ecosystem operating as a public sphere, which simultaneously sidesteps mainstream media and
produces news raises questions about its function in destabilizing social identity through a bypass
of institutional forms and processes. Examination of Trump’s tweets during the 2016 U.S.
presidential campaign offers deeper understanding about how discourses and mediums interact to
create meaning. Trump’s tweets offer insight into how Twitter can function as a point of contact
for the intersection of anti-establishment rhetoric and a self-identified politically marginalized
segment of society. Understanding the ways Trump’s tweets functioned as rhetorical strategy
necessitates examination of how we systematically study them and a rehearsal of the theoretical
assumptions the project carries with it. In particular, analysis of Trump’s tweets as symbolic
artifacts of discourse offers insight into some of the ways a technological system grants the
enactment of public power and overshadows political democracy. Investigation of Trump’s tweets
takes place through a complex theoretical frame, which seeks new understanding in light of the
assumed power afforded by public spheres which accommodate varying worldviews, and that
exploit the relationship between the medium and the message. In this way, tweets function as a
point of contact where anti-establishment discourse and a particular audience intersect as part of a
larger set of technological processes circulating in the sociocultural and political spheres.
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CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY

2.1 Introduction
Studying Trump’s use of tweets as rhetorical strategy within the discursive space of Twitter and
how those tweets facilitated a particular audience identification involved an interpretivist
approach. An interpretivist perspective offers insight into the themes present within the data
sample as a whole, as well as the content of individual tweets. Together, Feenberg’s (2005) critical
theory of technology, McLuhan’s (1964) media ecology, Frasier’s (1990) counterpublic spheres,
and Iser’s (1978) implied reader provide a suitable theoretical frame for contextualizing antiestablishment themes present in Trump’s tweets and the meanings assigned to them. The project
assumes Twitter functions as a discursive space and individual tweets themselves operate as part
of a larger rhetorical strategy. Discovery of some of the ways Trump’s tweets functioned as
rhetorical strategy and insights into how audiences may have identified themselves in light of them
draw on the theoretical underpinnings of these theoretical frames.
2.2 Definition of Research Terms
Both the concepts of a rhetorical strategy and a discursive space remain key to understanding how
Trump’s tweets operated during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign. Helping to frame the
interpretation and evaluation of Trump’s tweets, rhetorical strategy is understood as particular
communication modes or techniques used to influence, persuade, or please others (Meyer, 2017).
In this way, rhetorical strategy serves an instrument by which we can understand how particular
discourses impact others and how they achieve that impact. Study of rhetorical strategy as a
communicative device provides insights about how Trump negotiated the distance between
individuals in the Twittersphere, as well as the distance between himself and Twitter audiences
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(Meyer, 2017). One aspect of rhetorical strategy of particular significance in discussion of Trump’s
tweets is ad hominem attacks. Considered a radical rhetorical strategy, ad hominem arguments are
logical fallacies that work to increase the distance between particular audience members by
explicitly putting another party into question, thus bringing the audience and speaker closer
together (Meyer, 2017). In this way, influence and persuasion are accomplished by presenting
arguments believed to be consistent with the standards of reasoning, conduct, or situation of the
intended audience (Johnston, 1970). Just as Burke (1957) examined how Hitler used ad hominem
attack to demonize Jews, so too could we examine how Trump used ad hominem attack to engage
a divisive “us vs. them” mentality.
Conceptualization of the discursive space from which Trump’s tweets emerged draws on
the Habermasian conceptualization of the public sphere. Habermas posits a “bourgeois public
sphere” that intercedes between society and state where the latter is held accountable by means of
publicity. Much like Habermas’ (1962) public sphere, Twitter can operate as an arena in which
political participation is enacted through open and accessible dialogue, and which has the potential
to form public opinion and consensus about the common good. However, Twitter does not reflect
the participatory non-parity present in the Habermasian notion of a public sphere. In fact, Twitter
more closely reflects Fraser’s (1990) reconsideration of public spheres, which bridged the gap
between the public sphere as an ideal and its function in the construction of a hegemony that
transcends forms of political domination. This is due, in part, to the unique nature of Twitter as a
fully publicly accessible social network site. Twitter does not require membership to view tweets
nor tweet associated media. Hence, Twitter can function as an open and equally accessible arena
for contestation. Further, by nature of its accessibility it can serve as a backdrop for the
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establishment and enactment of social identities framed by a particular cultural setting where some
utterances and expressions are suitable, and others are not.
2.3 Theoretical Framework
Critical Theory of Technology
Trump’s distinctive use of Twitter during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign capitalized on the
growing influence of technology in society and politics. His tweets exploited the capacity of
technology to shape public discourse and its potential to fragment social identity. According to
Feenberg (2005), technology is a major source of public power in modern society and political
democracy is increasingly overshadowed by the power technological systems wield. Feenberg’s
critical theory of technology conceptualizes dialectical technological rationality, positing
technological design is central to the social and political structure of modern societies. In this way,
social meaning and functional rationality are intertwined dimensions of technology and not
ontologically distinct. Like Marx (1972, 1973) and Ellul (1965, 1980), Feenberg adopted a social
critique of technology as a system, however, he moved away from a determinist stance and toward
subversive rationalization. Subversive rationalization argued for constructivist and hermeneutic
approaches to technology. A constructivist approach involves the epistemological view that reality
is constructed and contingent on convention, human perception, and social experience (Piaget,
1971). Hermeneutic approaches to technology involve systematic interpretation of a given or
socially constructed reality (Myers, 1997, Walsham, 1993/ 2006). “Constructivist and hermeneutic
approaches to technology show that modern societies are inherently available for a different type
of development in a different cultural framework,” (Feenberg, 1992, p. 301). This alternate cultural
framework is one in which those subordinate to the rhythm and demand of technology have the
capacity to control and govern its evolution (Feenberg, 1991/1992). In this way, the discursive
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space of Twitter serves as a culturally and socially informed public sphere ideal for the
dissemination of Trump’s preferred messaging.
Media Ecology
One way of understanding how critical theory of technology informs the study of Trump’s digital
rhetorical strategy is to explore media ecology in light of subversive rationalization. Together with
Feenberg’s technological system, McLuhan’s (1964) media ecology guides investigation of the
ways Twitter functioned as a discursive space, which facilitated the deployment of politically
motivated rhetorical strategy. Media ecology investigates the interaction between media,
technology, and communication and the ways their intersection maintains symbolic balance and
gives culture its character. Specifically, media ecology theory seeks to understand how a
communication medium (media) affects human perception, understanding, feeling, and value
(McLuhan, 1964). In order to do so, one must examine the environmental structure, content, and
human impact of the communication (ecology) (McLuhan, 1964). McLuhan posited each period
in history reflects a dominant mode of communication, respective of the era, and which
corresponds (and potentially defines) the essence of the society. In 2016, internet-mediated
platforms like social media defined a technological society where direct and immediate access to
information dictated social norms. Media ecology effectively frames the relationship between
Twitter as a medium and tweets as messages circulating within a technological system. Hence,
Twitter operates as part of a socially constructed reality subject to human perception and
experience, and where tweets convey the feelings and values permitted by Twitter as a
communicative ecosystem. Media ecology theory sheds light on the use of social media as a tool
for political communication and offers an appropriate frame to assess the potential role of Twitter
as a medium wherein audiences may identify themselves as marginalized or subaltern.
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Counterpublic Spheres
Feenberg’s critical theory of technology and McLuhan’s media ecology are essential to
understanding how Twitter acted as a stage upon which challenge to the normalized and
naturalized existing political order could be enacted. Fraser’s (1990) work in subaltern
counterpublics as discursive arenas provided the context for examination of Twitter as a discursive
space, as well as Trump’s tweets as a stage on which political participation was achieved. Within
the digital arena, social network sites operate as prominent public and counterpublic spheres.
Counterpublics are defined as open and accessible discursive arenas that offer the civil sphere a
space for contestation of societal norms (Fraser, 1990). Seen as a conceptual resource,
counterpublics address and attempt to overcome social problems by bringing together like-minded
individuals who, together, push back against dominant narratives that enact power. Hence,
subaltern counterpublics are formed as a response to exclusions set in motion by hegemonic forms
of deliberation and generate “parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social
groups invent and circulate counter-discourses, which in turn permit them to formulate
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs,” (Fraser, 1990, p. 67). These
groups form interdependent forces which push against an invisible sociocultural milieu dictated
by the accepted social and cultural norms imposed by a dominant class. Fraser helps us understand
the role of Twitter as a discursive space where anti-establishment tweets contributed to the
formation of a counterpublic sphere for contestation by a self-proclaimed politically marginalized
segment of society. Twitter as the ecosystem for a thriving counterpublic affords understanding
about the social, cultural, and political environments which gave rise to populist ideology. Further,
it grants insight into the ways a self-described politically marginalized segment of society derived
social and political identity.
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Implied Reader
Gaining insights into some of the ways Trump’s tweets accommodated audience identification as
marginalized necessitates an understanding about how tweets as rhetorical strategy guides and
shapes the reader experience. Iser’s (1978) concept of implied reader is a transcendental model
that a) affords description of the structured effects of literary texts, and b) denotes the role of the
reader. The theoretical contribution of an implied reader is the active role of the reader in
actualizing meaning-potential of texts. The implied reader frame situates the active reader in a
position “to assemble meaning toward which the perspectives of the text have guided,” (p. 38).
The implied reader, however, is in no way considered an actual reader, but rather reflects a textual
structure, which anticipates the presence of an ideal reader. “Thus, the concept of the implied
reader designates a network of response-inviting structures, which impel the reader to grasp the
text,” (p. 34). The implied reader then is a construct, the elements of which are comprised
according to historical or individual circumstances and which represents a select reader’s
realization of the text’s meaning potential.
The construct of an implied reader supplies a reading stance created by the author and
adopted by the reader. In order to receive the structured meaning-potential of the text a real reader
must adopt the implied reader standpoint. The text is pre-structured by the author in a way for the
reader to occupy a particular standpoint. This standpoint is necessary in order for the reader to
carry the cargo intended by the author and can be fulfilled in different ways according to personal,
institutional, or perceptual dimensions, as permitted by the text. In this way, when a real reader
reads a tweet, they adopt an implied reader stance and become part of a mental process where
meaning-potential is produced. The implied reader, then, must accept or reject the view permitted
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by the adopted standpoint. Thus, tweets become a contact point made possible by the convergence
of the author, the text, and the reader standpoint.
While Iser’s implied reader talks about literary texts, the concept grants us a heuristic
device by which we can attempt to make sense of how real readers make sense of tweets. In order
to understand how Trump’s tweets accommodate a particular audience identification we must
highlight the role of an active reader of an author’s structured texts in a meaning-making process.
Iser’s implied reader achieves this. As Rosenblatt (2005) posits, meaning making requires a
configuration of the relationship of an author’s text and an active reader that makes reading
possible. Like Rosenblatt, Iser offers a provisional framework for understanding the reading of
tweets as an engagement and potential fulfillment of a meaning-making process.
The described theoretical framework appropriately accommodates investigation of
Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy and discovery of ways that strategy accommodated audience
identification as marginalized. Consideration of the methodological frames adopted by this project
make plain the assumptions of a hermeneutic paradigm, and the impact of an interpretivist
approach toward a focus of analysis on variation and commonality of the patterns, themes, and
processes present in the data.
2.4 Research Tradition
This study of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy and the relationship between tweets and
audience identification is a qualitative inquiry. A primary characteristic of qualitative research is
its adoption of an interpretivist approach to the study of phenomena. A hermeneutic paradigm
offers insights about some of the ways discourse attaches to rhetorical strategies of dominance or
resistance. In light of a hermeneutic paradigm, Trump’s tweets during the 2016 presidential
campaign grants new understandings of political rhetorical strategy and its role within social
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media. The hermeneutic method involves an interpretive approach to a phenomenon and research
of that phenomenon. The sequence of researcher description, analysis, and interpretation in the
project reflect the hermeneutic trait of an interpretivist approach. A basic feature of an interpretive
study is its philosophical assumption of constructivism. Constructivism is the epistemological
view that meaning is constructed in relation to the interaction between human experiences and
ideas. A significant implication of this belief is that “knowledge-gathering practices are viewed as
a production process rather than a process by which researchers discover facts about an objective
reality,” (Patterson & Williams, 2002). This methodology highlights the interdisciplinary character
of the adopted theoretical frameworks and assumptions.
A central concept in hermeneutic epistemology is the belief that researchers gain
understanding in light of what they already know (Packer & Addison, 1989). A researcher
approaches a phenomenon with assumptions shaped by lived experience, expectations, and culture.
These inherent understandings cannot be set-aside in an interpretive analysis. Rather the
researcher, like the author, plays a constitutive role in meaning. Gadamer (1980) maintains that
interpretation of meaning comes from a fusion between researcher understanding and authorial
intent. “Thus, interpretation of meaning is neither an appropriation of the actors’ concepts nor the
imposition of the interpreter’s categories, but a fusing of the two into a distinct entity: the
‘interpretation,’” (Hekman, 1984, p. 337). In this way, analysis of Trump’s tweets represents an
intersection of authorial intent and researcher interpretation in light of appropriate theoretical
frameworks and their respective underlying assumptions.
2.5 Research Methodology Model
Within an interpretivist approach the practice of rhetorical criticism offers an appropriate
analytical frame to the study of Trump’s tweets. The method of rhetorical criticism offers
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understanding about how tweets themselves can create meaning. Rhetorical criticism is recognized
as researcher observation, analysis, interpretation, and evaluation of a phenomenon for the purpose
of understanding rhetorical processes. It is marked by systematic analysis of symbolic artifacts of
discourse and interpretation of persuasive uses of communication (Hart & Daughton, 2016).
Symbolic artifacts of discourse are recognized as human symbols people use to communicate such
as words, phrases, images, performances, texts, films, or media (Foss, 2017). One aspect of
persuasive uses of communication is the use of Aristotelian proofs to influence the thoughts,
feelings, or behaviors of an audience (Fahnestock, 2011). Some uses of artistic appeals are built
on the structure and content of the language itself and grant insight into the attitudes of both
speaker and audience.
One of the traditional features of rhetorical criticism, which benefits the investigation of
Trump’s tweets is comprised of the contextual orientation of an artifact. Much like an
archaeologist, rhetorical criticism researchers evaluate, analyze, and interpret an artifact in situ.
Evaluation of an artifact in its place is crucial to its interpretation, and one element of its analysis.
Consideration must also be given to the historical and sociocultural context from which the artifact
emerged. Attention to these contextual factors offers understanding about an artifact in a particular
moment in time. Further, it affords insights into the political landscape which gave rise to it. In
this way, rhetorical criticism offers a suitable frame for analysis and interpretation of Trump’s
tweets as artifacts, which functioned as a unique point of contact for the convergence of a text, an
author, and an audience.
2.6 Data Collection
Suitable data for discovery of the ways Trump’s 2016 U.S. presidential campaign tweets
functioned as rhetorical strategy consists of data that address and answer my research questions.
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Selection of the appropriate data for analysis is informed by the hermeneutic method. An
interpretive method recognizes the significance of context in understanding an act or statement.
Gaining understanding and meaning of a text requires researcher familiarization with the context
in which a text is published. Investigating a sample of Trump’s tweets posted to Twitter during the
2016 presidential campaign helps establish this context. The dataset for the project totaled 515
tweets spanning the dates of 10 October 2016 - 8 November 2016. A tweet is understood as an
individual Twitter post containing up to 140-characters and published to Trump’s personal Twitter
page @realDonaldTrump. Analysis of the entirety of tweets posted during the four weeks leading
up to Election Day offers more generalizable insights about Trump’s rhetorical strategy. Further,
this time period appropriately placed the dataset within the context of the pending U.S. presidential
election. Historically, the four-weeks leading up to Election Day are significant for a candidate.
Publicly recognized as the final push in a 2-year marathon, this period is typically marked by
increased rally appearances, significant upticks in campaign advertising across various media, and
strengthened candidate alignment with the values and beliefs of his or her platform. In this way,
the selected tweet sample offers an appropriate depiction of Trump’s rhetorical strategy during his
campaign.
The data for this project was acquired from specialist digital analytics firm, Markitics
Analytics Ltd. Markitics Analytics is an international organization that utilizes a variety of
techniques to obtain and analyze large quantities of digital data. ExportTweet, the web-based arm
of the organization, offers comprehensive Twitter reporting and statistical data of brands, products,
and individuals. In exchange for a fee, ExportTweet provided a comprehensive tweet report of
Trump’s public Twitter page, @realDonaldTrump, for dates March 2016 through January 2017.
The report was received in Excel format and included: tweet date and time stamp, tweet text
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(including accompanying links, hashtags, or emojis), tweet source (iPhone, Android, or webclient), and counts of follower retweets or favorites for each tweet. It is from this master report and
its accompanying data that the entirety of tweets posted 10 October 2016 - 8 November 2016 were
obtained.
A second aspect of appropriate data collection is a suitable organizing system. According
to Tesch (1990), an organizing system can be thought of as “one way of thinking about and
visualizing the intertwining of conceptual and manual activities in the management of qualitative
data,” (p. 127). A suitable organizing system for data collection is a means for the structuring and
restructuring of coded data into conceptually meaningful categories (Tesch, 1990). The
development of relevant categories is related to the use of analytic strategies. Tesch’s concept of
meaning oriented strategy attends to the subject matter of Trump’s tweets in light of this purpose.
A meaning-oriented strategy of data collection is one “in which the interest is mainly in identifying
and categorizing elements and establishing their connections,” (Tesch, 1990, p. 98). In-depth
discussion of meaning oriented strategy and how it was adopted in this project is included in the
data analysis section of this paper. The purpose of discovering these relationships is to posit
conceptual connections, or to develop plausible hypotheses (Tesch, 1990). Identification of
elements for categorization and discovery of conceptual connections supports the aim of this
project to identify the ways Trump’s tweets functioned as rhetorical strategy.
One way of identifying elements and constructing meaningful categories is through use of
a data analysis instrument. A widely recognized and adopted qualitative research tool, NVivo
provides researchers a functional space to organize, categorize, store, and retrieve vast amounts of
data. A multifaceted platform, NVivo is useful with varied data including text, visual, and audio
formats. After importing the selected tweets into NVivo, I began assigning ‘nodes,’ or codes, for
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units of data. Each unit of utterance may be assigned one or multiple nodes. The creation of nodes
is briefly described in the Data Analysis section of this paper. Through the assignment of existing
nodes and the creation of new ones, NVivo permits the arrangement of individual nodes into
general categories or designation within a hierarchy. This function of grouping coded data into
appropriate categories is consistent with the meaning- oriented mode of qualitative data analysis
adopted for the project. Designated categories can be reviewed through a variety of summary
reports; this option may be useful in clarifying the nodes and their hierarchy in keeping with
research aims and analytic strategy. However, software programs do not, and should not serve as
a shortcut to data analysis. Rather, data analysis is an interpretive task for which the researcher is
responsible, (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). Hence, NVivo is an analytic instrument in need of an
analytic strategy and its usefulness as an instrument is one part of an overall analytic approach.
2.7 Data Analysis
The actual conduct of the hermeneutic method of data analysis occurred by way of a meaningoriented analytic strategy. I took an interpretivist approach to the analysis of tweets as rhetorical
strategy and the interrelationship between tweets, context, and reader. I focused on isolating
recurring ideas, concepts, and verbiage for the development of themes or patterns that fit the data
and then grouped them into conceptually related categories. During the course of data analysis, I
became aware of particular themes “either through frequency of occurrence, or strength in terms
of cataclysmic effect on people, or strangeness in terms of paradoxes, inconsistencies, and
deviations from routine,” (Woods, 1977, p. 17). Themes and categories emerged and evolved in
relation to my immersion in the data and the theoretical framework for the project.
One aspect of a meaning-oriented analytic process beneficial to the study of Trump’s
tweets is a focus on description. A systematic descriptive process offers guidelines for the
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organization of data into meaningful categories. Data can be arranged into groupings in two basic
ways: 1) groupings created from pre-existing categories produced by the research questions, and
2) groupings emerged from researcher interaction with the data (Tesch, 1990). My interaction with
the data was the principle way I developed categories in meaning-oriented analysis of Trump’s
tweets. Meaning-oriented textual analysis grants a descriptive approach consisting of systematic
coding and researcher reflection, also referred to as researcher data immersion. The purposes of
these two data management approaches within a meaning-oriented mode of analysis serve as
guidelines for management of the analytic process. Systematic coding signals an inductive
approach to data management and researcher reflection is considered an idiographic mode of
analysis. The process of systematic coding looks to segment textual data into units and categories
in light of the research purpose. Breaking up tweets necessitates organization of the data into units
and then arrangement of these units into larger groups for analysis in a system of ‘segmenting’ and
‘categorizing’ common to an interpretive analytic process (Tesch 1990, p. 114).
Researcher reflection, or data immersion, is contingent on the particular guidelines
developed by a researcher for the analytic task (Tesch, 1990). A researcher undergoes a “focused
and disciplined immersion in the data” which involves an “iterative blending of partly subjective
ideas with careful (re)examination of the data in order to decide the meanings” of the data
(Hodkinson, 2008, p. 2). According to Tesch (1990), it is the character of qualitative research to
recognize “each scholar’s individuality as a research instrument,” (p. 304). In this way, my study
of Trump’s tweets adopted two data management approaches to data analysis. An inductive
approach toward systematic procedures of analysis, and an idiographic means of disciplined
subjective analysis.
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My meaning-oriented approach to analysis of Trump’s tweets concentrated on the subject
matter of a textual data unit in light of the research project inquiries and theoretical framework.
The source of textual data units are individual 140-character limit tweets and any accompanying
links or media. I looked through the tweets and isolated relevant topic statements, verbiage, and
concepts and from these data units adopted provisional codes. These codes were created as NVivo
“nodes” and included a brief description. From these provisional codes I identified recurrent
themes. I then arranged these themes into conceptually relevant categories. Through an intense
analysis of one category at a time, I gathered knowledge about relationships between that category
and other categories and sub-categories. A progressive process of category clarification and
definition, driven by the research questions and theoretical frames, resulted in the redefinition and
expansion of categories. This approach is consistent with Tesch’s (1990) description of data
analysis as a process of ‘decontextualization’ and ‘recontextualization.’ The process of segmenting
and coding data into separate units of meaning decontextualizes it, as it becomes separate from the
instance in which it originated. However, when separate data units are reintegrated into themes
that combine meaning-related data, it is considered recontextualized. A benefit of recontextualized
data in rhetorical criticism is a reduced and generalizable dataset, which can be used to explore
relationships among identified clusters of meaning.
2.8 Conclusion
Suitable theoretical and methodological frameworks provide solid and sound analysis of Trump’s
tweets during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign. Together, Feenberg’s critical theory of
technology, McLuhan’s media ecology, Fraser’s counterpublic, and Iser’s implied reader provide
a unique and thorough theoretical frame for investigation of the ways Trump’s tweets functioned
as rhetorical strategy and how they accommodated audience identification. In particular,
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subversive rationalization offers a way forward in recognizing the potential impact of Twitter as
part of a technological communicative ecosystem central to the social and political structure of
society in 2016. Inclusion of media ecology offers a strategic approach useful for gaining insights
about Twitter as a socially constructed reality embedded with human experience and perception
and crucial to understanding both tweets as rhetorical strategy and how those tweets contributed
to audience self-identification. The contribution of counterpublics is in its theoretical assumption
of the power of discursive spaces for the enactment of challenge to political norms. Building on
the understanding of tweets as rhetorical strategy granted by Feenberg, McLuhan, and Fraser, Iser
affords insights into the relationship between tweets as rhetorical strategy and audience acquisition
of meaning. In particular, how tweets as rhetorical strategy contribute to a segment of the audience
self-identifying as marginalized. The adoption of a meaning-oriented approach to data analysis
grants a methodologic way to the development and categorization of patterns, themes, and
processes present in the data. Namely, systematic isolation of the anti-establishment rhetoric
present in Trump’s tweets.
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CHAPTER 3. TWEETS AS RHETORICAL STRATEGY

3.1 Introduction
The ways Trump’s tweets functioned as rhetorical strategy and how they built a compelling
historical narrative benefited from social media channels. The interpretivist meaning-oriented
approach offers a suitable frame to understand how Trump’s anti-establishment discourses
operated as rhetorical strategy. As rhetorical strategy, Trump’s tweets had an impact on
democracy, making unconventional uses of social media in political campaigns. In particular,
Trump’s use of Twitter demonstrated its capacity to undermine social and political institutions that
impose constraint and serve as frames of reference for social processes. The Trump campaign’s
use of social media revealed a complex intersection of social, technological, and political
discursive processes. Amid a climate of sociocultural upheaval, technological disintermediation,
and fractured human experience, the anti-establishment discourses displayed in Trump’s tweets
emerged and occasioned a political identity of resentment and victimization. In order to understand
the political identity of resentment and victimization accommodated by Trump’s tweets we must
first discover the rhetorical strategy which made it possible.
The anti-establishment discourses observed in Trump’s tweets argued for a broken political
system plagued by corrupt insiders whose personal and political agendas marginalized a segment
of the working-class rendering them voiceless. The overarching broken system narrative painted a
picture of government corruption marked by collusive insiders, media bias, and voter fraud.
Tweets alleged that self-serving and corrupt liberals had stacked the deck in their favor and were
using a biased media to hide their misdeeds from the public. This dissident messaging partitioned
audiences into two blocs: those who identified with the broken system narrative and those who did
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not. Hence, tweets positioned audiences within an “us vs. them” frame of mind. That perspective
could more broadly speak to the sociocultural and political climate of the time, playing into a
disenfranchised identity, deeply mistrustful of government. In particular, segments of white
working-class Evangelicals perceived themselves socio-politically displaced by progressive social
policy. Some felt they had been stripped of their status in society, abandoned, and replaced by
marginalized groups being afforded equal rights to jobs, education, and healthcare. Twitter’s
hybrid discursive space granted a point of contact between anti-establishment tropes and audiences
discontent with the status quo. Trump’s tweets voiced the grievances of those identifying as “us”
and offered them a sense of belonging amidst growing sociocultural and political upheaval.
Amid a climate of heightened sociocultural and political disturbance Trump’s tweets
strategically situated a declining America the vestige of a displaced white working-class. America
was positioned as having lost its power and prestige due to liberal policy that permitted economic
instability, unaffordable healthcare, and open borders. The rallying cry to, “make America great
again,” promised to return America to its former greatness. Tweets suggested that a return to
conservative values and policies would restore American power and prestige. Hence, “make
America great again” operated symbolically as a reclamation of power by “us” should Donald
Trump be elected president.
3.2 Social Media, Technological Disintermediation, and Political Identity
The broken system narrative observed in Trump’s tweets emerged amid a convergence of broader
forces already at work, which situated Twitter the ideal space for conveyance of rampant
government corruption and a rigged system. Deeply intertwined forces of technological, social,
and cultural transformation were contributing to an increased sense of fragmentation and
alienation. These sociocultural and technological discursive processes helped shape how audiences
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came to understand Trump’s tweets. Trump’s tweets show us the power of dissident messaging
within a hybrid discursive space to destabilize the social and political processes that define
American society and culture. By tapping into a sense of social displacement and political
abandonment, Trump’s tweets disrupted the sociopolitical status quo and destabilized the political
process for political gain.
Trump’s tweets appeared at a time of significant technological shift, in which internetmediated outlets were eclipsing more traditional modes of mass communication. In the decade
leading up to the 2016 presidential election, traditional media consumption in the U.S. experienced
steady decline across all demographics, as Americans were spending fewer hours engaged in linear
television, print press, and broadcast radio compared to online activities (Mander & Young, 2017;
Mitchell & Holcomb, 2016, Pew Research Center, 2017). The downturn in consumer engagement
of traditional media outlets coincided with a rise in new media channels. The rise of new media
was facilitated, in large part, by integration of the Internet into daily life. Novel in its infancy, the
Internet quickly became a permanent fixture in personal, professional, and academic life. By 2016,
nearly 90% of the U.S. population conducted day to day activities online (Pew Research Center,
2018a). Incorporation of the Internet into everyday life created increased user demand for content
and accessibility. This demand was met by the appearance of digital outlets like websites, blogs,
and social media. Increased content availability contributed to a significant rise in mobile Internet
access (Mander & Young, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2018a). Across ever-widening audiences,
new media granted users direct access to information across vast digital spaces equipped for public
discourse. In particular, social network sites afforded dialogue and critique outside the parameters
of traditional media gatekeepers. The unhindered direct exchange of information and opinion
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coupled with the ease of a handheld access point facilitated a substantial increase in social media
use for political information, opinion, and dialogue.
The technological disintermediation permitted by social media contributed to the erosion
of culturally specific institutions used to communicate social processes distinctive of American
culture and society. Much like Postman’s (1985) discussion of the paradigmatic shift brought about
by television, in 2016 social media had become an important carrier of cultural conversation. In
particular, the shift from “old” media, such as broadcast television, to new social media marked a
crucial change in the news sources Americans considered reliable. Direct on-demand consumer
access to information previously reserved for mainstream news entities operated to destabilize the
power of the press to solely interpret, shape, and distribute news. In fact, by 2016 social media had
emerged the dominant news source among digital outlets with nearly two-thirds of American
adults obtaining news from one or more social network sites (Gottfried & Shearer, 2016). This
trend proved true of social media use for political news in 2016, as nearly 65% of Americans
sought campaign and candidate related information on social media compared to 22% in 2010
(Pew Research Center, 2008, 2011; Shearer & Gottfried, 2017). Of available social network sites,
Twitter demonstrated the most significant increase in the portion of users obtaining news from the
site (Shearer & Gottfried, 2017). Part of Twitter’s appeal was its unique ability to simultaneously
bypass traditional news media while generating mainstream news. Twitter’s “largely symbiotic
relationship with television...particularly as a cross-promotion platform” granted political agendas
in tweets the benefit of circulation both online and through traditional media, as tweets became
news (Brouder & Brookey, 2015, p. 46; Gross & Johnson, 2016, p. 748; Wells, et al., 2016). Yet,
while tweet content was granted the same consideration as more conventional media, it remained
outside the editorial, ethical, and legal oversight typical of mainstream press.
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Twitter’s particular communicative ecosystem signaled a significant transformation in
sociocultural communicative practices highlighting a human experience no longer bound by
convention. By 2016, Twitter solidified its place as an exciting and compelling platform for
political news gathering, dialogue, and opinion sharing. Yet, as the medium thrived a growing
consumer demand for content produced a favorable environment for quantity to take precedence
over quality. The increased demand for content was met, in part, by the deployment of a site-wide
algorithm. In early 2016 Twitter launched a relevancy-based algorithm designed to retrieve news
feed data based on a variety of user-centric elements, such as search history, user content, and post
interaction history (Bell, 2016; Hutchinson, 2017; Oremus, 2017). The captured data, tailored to
the user, was then delivered directly to a consumer feed and updated in live-time. In this way,
Twitter algorithms permitted the intersection of like-minded messaging. However, a significant
consequence of Twitter’s adoption of efficiency modelling was the potential for false and
misleading stories to spread, as the algorithm did not incorporate a source verification process for
retrieved content. Consequently, a flurry of unfiltered political news collected from both trusted
and unverified sources was delivered to Twitter users in rapid succession (Curry, 2016; Kahneman,
2011). The pace at which vast amounts of unfiltered information could be consumed increased the
likelihood for content sources to get lost in the shuffle (Jamison, 1992; Funt, Gourarie & Murtha,
2016). Hence, finely tuned algorithms coupled with swift content delivery produced indiscriminate
consumption of political news.
The potential for Twitter to undermine the source reliability and trust constraints imposed
by more traditional media highlighted a sociocultural preference for performance over reason. This
shift in consciousness began with the Industrial Revolution as traditional ways of thinking were
replaced with efficiency (Postman, 1992; Riley, 2007). Yet, efficiency, objectivity, and
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technological progress were not without consequence. The efficiency with which Twitter bypassed
mainstream news media functioned to destabilize the performative power of institutional forms to
impose constraint and serve as frames of reference for social processes. Institutional forms were
considered externalized social constructs, such as government, education, and healthcare, and
communicated social identity by establishing position, role or social processes distinctive of a
culture and society (Riley, 2007). Contributing to the erosion of social identity, Twitter aided in
rendering the traditions of the social and symbolic worlds ineffectual (Postman, 1992; Riley,
2007). This abandonment of the social and symbolic worlds served to further fragment human
experience. A fragmented human experience is recognized as a constant state of flux that presents
individuals with multiple competing agendas (Bauman, 2007). These competing agendas demand
individuals act, plan actions, calculate likely gains and losses, and evaluate outcomes “under
conditions of endemic uncertainty,” (Bauman, 2007, p. 4). Bauman (2007) described this constant
state of flux as “liquid modernity.” Liquid modernity granted a form of flexibility in which people
could meet the demands of endemic uncertainty with a readiness “to change tactics and style at
short notice, to abandon commitments and loyalties without regret, and to pursue opportunities
according to their current availability,” (Bauman, 2007, p. 4). In this way, the efficiency and
autonomy granted by Twitter’s bypass of mainstream news media functioned to unbind messaging
content from fidelity.
Against this backdrop of sociocultural disruption, technological disintermediation, and
increasing fragmentation of human experience Trump’s tweets occasioned a political identity of
victimization and resentment. While the following chapter will explore in greater depth the
accommodated tweet audience, a brief description is in order as we uncover some of the ways
Trump’s tweets operated as rhetorical strategy. In recent decades modern right-wing movements
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have felt increasingly subjected to ongoing attacks by intellectuals, politicians, and foreigners they
believed were seeking to destroy their established way of life (Hofstadter, 1964). Recognized by
a deep commitment to capitalism and traditional family values, some Americans valued an
established way of life governed by the principles of self-reliance, individualism, and preservation
of personal wealth. This sociopolitical perspective was described by Hofstadter (1964) as “a
paranoid style” indicative of its political rhetoric of “heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and
conspiratorial fantasy,” (p. 77) However, the political mindset of the paranoid style had “more to
do with the way in which ideas are believed than with the truth or falsity of their content,” (p. 77).
Hence, Trump’s broken system narrative tapped into a long history of suspicious discontent where
some had grown increasingly resentful of a government no longer committed to preserving their
ideologically preferred way of life.
The anti-establishment discourses in Trump’s tweets enacted a unifying center of reference
by tapping into a resentment of liberal elite felt by some Americans. Throughout history successful
political movements have demonstrated the power of a common purpose or enemy to recruit and
motivate socially, culturally, and politically diverse audiences. Campaign promises to “make
America great again” echoed the sentiments of a segment of society publicly referred to as “the
forgotten.” Those considered “the forgotten” were described as disaffected white rural middleclass voters of conservative bent. In the decades leading up to the 2016 election, this selfproclaimed presumed majority withdrew from political participation because of progressive social
policies they perceived to threaten ideologically conservative values (MacGillis, 2016). Trump’s
tweets deployed a thoughtfully contrived problem-solution matrix in which, a crippled America in
decline could only be restored to its former greatness by the unified action of “the forgotten.” The
‘unifying panacea’ of Trump’s tweets signaled restoration of the rightful place of “the forgotten”
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in society. Hence, the ‘make America great again’ slogan operated symbolically as a rallying cry
for restoration of the sociopolitical prestige and power lost by the presumed majority.
3.3 Government as a Corrupt Broken System
The broken system narrative operated rhetorically to accommodate a self-described marginalized
audience, dissatisfied with government and resentful of being socially and politically displaced.
Twitter’s hybrid discursive space was an ideal point of contact for the convergence of disaffected
audiences and anti-establishment discourses. Amid the sociocultural and political upheaval fueled
by a broken system narrative, Trump’s tweets granted solidarity for “the forgotten” and afforded
them audience on mainstream platforms. However, Twitter’s performative power as a hybrid
discursive arena advanced a climate of extreme negative partisanship. Many saw Twitter as a
negative social network site that attracted skeptics, bullies, and antagonists (Ott, 2017). Public
discourse on the site was often “simple, impetuous, and frequently denigrating and dehumanizing,”
(Ott, 2017). This climate made plain a sociopolitical milieu where millions of Americans were
motivated more by dislike of another party than attachment to their own (Abramowitz & Webster,
2018). In this way, allegations of government corruption, collusion between Washington and Wall
Street, and preferential treatment of system insiders operated to simultaneously reinforce
governmental skepticism and perpetuate a hostile and confrontational climate. In this way, we see
the complexity of the broken system narrative operating on multiple levels to destabilize
sociopolitical identity.
Trump’s tweets leveraged the complexities of Twitter’s ecosystem, its antagonistic climate,
and an emergent social identity crisis to deploy and circulate a broken system narrative for political
gain. The broken system narrative posited a failing America led by dishonest establishment
insiders whose self-interests accelerated the economic, social, and cultural decline of the country.
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These claims placed blame on Obama-era foreign and domestic policy for slow economic recovery
from the 2008 financial crisis, unaffordable healthcare, a substantial rise in immigration, and a
Nationwide increase in drug use and related crime (Trump, 2016). The particular grievances with
liberal ideology observed in the broken system narrative tapped into a growing resentment of
government harbored by some Americans. In particular, some who viewed themselves as
politically marginalized by decades blamed unchecked liberal policy for robbing them of an
established and preferred way of life (Hawkins et al., 2018; Hunter & Bowman, 2016; MacGillis,
2016). The broken system narrative vilified this liberal establishment for allegedly displacing and
marginalizing hard-working Americans.
One prominent way the broken system narrative attached to these feelings of resentment
was through discourses on government corruption. Government corruption tweets conflated the
establishment with corruption claiming collusion, media bias, and voter fraud. This blaming of the
corrupt establishment reinforced a disillusioned view of government and elites. Further, it
polarized audiences by forcing identification with one of two blocs: “us” - those seeking to
preserve an established way of life, and “them” - those posing threat against it. This binary
approach reduced complex sociocultural and political issues to their most basic form. Reducing
the complexity of sociocultural and political issues to “good” and “bad” partitioned audiences in
a particular rhetorical identification, as tweet audiences were faced with a false dichotomy. This
strategy occasioned a problem-solution matrix where failure to align with “us” signaled belonging
to the problem of “them.” The following tweets illustrated the overarching broken system
narrative:
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A)

B)

Figure 2 "Change Has to Come from Inside Our Very Broken System"
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Figure 2 continued

C)

D)
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Figure 2 continued

E)

F)
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The deployment of Trump’s broken system narrative within Twitter’s hybrid discursive
space harnessed the performative power of hashtags to increase circulation of dissident discourses.
Trump’s use of hashtags served to simultaneously leverage a suspicious political mindset and
Twitter’s capacity to build community and promote cultural conversation. In particular, Trump’s
use of hashtags enacted Twitter’s potential to produce solidarity through increased messaging
awareness. The use of hashtags in Trump’s tweets operated to connect “tagged” tweets to all other
tweets containing the same key word or phrase. Trump’s tweets used #DrainTheSwamp more
frequently than any other term within the dataset. Using the Twitter search tool, social network
site users could access posts containing selected keywords such as #DrainTheSwamp,
#BigLeagueTruth, and #CrookedHillary. While hashtags like #CrookedHillary often originated on
Twitter, the appearance of tweets containing hashtags on mainstream news frequently prompted
their use across other social network sites including Facebook and Reddit. Hence, hashtags granted
solidarity among like-minded users subscribing to a particular narrative. Trump’s use of hashtags
highlighted the capacity for social media to build problem awareness, make content visible, and
trend.
In addition to the potential for hashtags to build community they also carried significant
discursive weight to prompt cultural conversation. #DrainTheSwamp operated as a point of
convergence where a slogan, a technological tool, and a medium converged to impact reader
perception, understanding, feeling, and value. The slogan embodied voter concerns about the selfserving action and inaction of the establishment. Further, it performed as an embodiment of a high
level of alienation felt among “white Americans with a conservative bent,” (Matthews, 2018). The
rhetorical significance of #DrainTheSwamp reveals complexity in its use as a narrative symbol.
The symbolic power of “drain the swamp” was in its implicit power as a vivid mental image calling
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for the eradication of pollution and filth. Standing alone, #DrainTheSwamp allowed for varied
meaning-potential. Yet, when attached to dissident messaging and within a larger set of
sociopolitical and technological processes the slogan became the symbolic centerpiece for a
broader narrative about a corrupt and broken system.

A)

Figure 3 "It's Time to #DrainTheSwamp!”
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Figure 3 continued
B)
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Figure 3 continued

C)
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Figure 3 continued

D)
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Figure 3 continued

E)

3.4 “CORRUPTION CONFIRMED!”
The performative power of #DrainTheSwamp as a narrative symbol emerged two years prior to
Trump’s formal declaration of candidacy. In 2014, political consulting firm Cambridge Analytica
harvested personal details of millions of Facebook users under the guise of a voluntary research
study. The purported research study was an online personality quiz completed by 270,000
individuals, which granted Cambridge access to the psychographic data of more than 87 million
Facebook users (Sullivan, 2018). Unknown to participants, consent to the research study gave
Cambridge access to their user profile data and the user profile data of their friends network.
According to former Cambridge Analytica CEO Alexander Nix, the quiz captured nearly 5,000
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data points including personality type and voter preference (Kang & Frenkel, 2018; Matthews,
2018; Rosenberg & Dance, 2018; Timber, Adam & Kranish, 2018; Vaughan-Nichols, 2018). A
summary of findings revealed a deep resentment of American government among a segment of
white conservatives (Matthews, 2018; Timber, Adams & Kranish, 2018; Vaughan-Nichols, 2018).
In particular, the harvested data uncovered “a high level of alienation among young, white
Americans with a conservative bent,” (Matthews, 2018), as well as a “burgeoning Vladimir Putin
fandom,” (Matthews, 2018). These discoveries prompted targeted social media advertising and
political propaganda to test anti-establishment messaging (Sheth, 2018). Over the course of two
years, Cambridge isolated messaging resonance among white conservatives for the slogans “build
the wall,” “crooked Hillary,” “lock her up,” “deep state,” and “drain the swamp,” (“Cambridge
Analytica Bosses,” 2018; Matthews, 2018; Timber, Adams & Kranish, 2018; Vaughan-Nichols,
2018). Hence, the acquired data highlighted a socioculturally and politically fragmented America
and served the basis for construction of a broken system narrative.
The destabilizing power of a broken system narrative displayed distinctly in Trump’s
tweets through a conflation of government and corruption. Tweets merged government with
corruption in an effort to discredit the establishment, obfuscate pertinent issues, and fuel
conspiratorial fantasy. Trump’s tweets alleged “a corrupt political machine” plagued by
“collusion,” and wrought with “decades of lies and scandal,” (Trump, 2016h, 2016r, 2016rr). This
fusion of political power and self-interest adopted unprecedented use of hyperbolic messaging
within political social media to posit establishment collusion and a rigged system. The
conspiratorial narrative afforded by fusing political power and corruption accommodated a
disaffected audience mindset that served to further destabilize a fragmented sociocultural and
political climate.
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The government corruption motif of Trump’s broken system narrative demonstrated
significant attention to allegations of collusion among Washington insiders and reinforced an
underlying skepticism of power and privilege felt by some Americans. Tweets alleged a secret
network of self-serving insiders who acted outside the law and exempt of consequence. These
tweets made use of highly charged language like “massive conflicts of interest,” “coordinated
effort,” and “criminal enterprise” to describe the alleged collusion (Trump, 2016dd, 2016g,
2016cc). This element of government corruption discourse positioned Hillary Clinton as the
consummate corrupt Washington insider. Clinton was made a vestige of dishonest insider privilege
that for decades had steadily eroded traditional values and disrupted longstanding trust in
government. In particular, collusion claims leveraged the controversy surrounding Clinton’s
private email server and leveled accusations of pay-to-play arrangements with foreign
governments. Additionally, tweets accused Clinton of using her status in Washington to excuse
herself from prosecution claiming collusion between the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the
Department of Justice. Tweet consideration of apparent disparity between the privilege and power
afforded elites and the public accommodated a politically marginalized mindset in which America
“had been taken away from them and their kind,” (Hofstadter, 1964, p. 81). Hence, fusion of
political power and self-interest through collusion discourses accommodated a disenfranchised
audience mindset. The following tweets highlighted accommodation of a politically marginalized
identity through government corruption messaging:
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A)

Figure 4 "SO CORRUPT!"
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Figure 4 continued

B)
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Figure 4 continued

C)

D)

The politically marginalized mindset accommodated by a conflation of government and
corruption exploited constituent distrust of the political system through unprecedented use of
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hyperbole on political social media. Trump’s use of hyperbole occasioned a particular interplay
between medium and message, as tweets occasioned the intersection of an antagonistic hybrid
discursive space and hyperbolic dissident messaging. The hyperbolic messaging observed in
Tweets was recognized by highly charged language and unsubstantiated claims like, the “Election
is being rigged by the media, in a coordinated effort with the Clinton campaign, by putting stories
that never happened into news!,” “Clinton should have been prosecuted and should be in jail,”
“drugs are pouring into this country!” and “Of course there is large scale voter fraud happening on
and before election day,” (Trump, 2016c, 2016d, 2016v, 2016k). These tweets and others reflected
Trump’s own preference for hyperbole as described in his book The Art of the Deal (1987). Trump
explained hyperbole as playing to the fantasies of his audience by granting them freedom to dream
big and believe in something fantastic. Trump wrote, “truthful hyperbole” was an “innocent form
of exaggeration,” which operated as “a very effective form of promotion,” (p. 58). Trump
recognized the power of hyperbole to bolster messaging impact and influence audience
actualization of meaning.
Trump’s tweets occasioned a convergence of hyperbolic messaging, an antagonistic social
network site, and a hybrid discursive space. Deployment of hyperbolic anti-establishment
messaging within a hostile hybrid discursive space enacted the performative power of medium and
message to accommodate a particular audience mindset. Unsubstantiated claims of collusion,
media bias, and voter fraud signaled author construction of a suspicious and politically discontent
frame of mind. In and of itself, hyperbole carries persuasive power as a rhetorical device. Tweets
combined hyperbole with the explosive nature of Twitter and its capacity to operate outside the
bounds of traditional media channels further disrupting the sociopolitical climate of the time.
Twitter’s performative power to circumvent more traditional media together with its reputation for
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hostility and antagonism afforded a unique space for particular audiences to actualize meaning
potential. While the nature of Twitter as a social network site is still being investigated, many
scholars agree the platform promotes public discourse that “fosters farce and fanaticism and
contributes to callousness and contempt,” (Ott, 2017, p. 60). Perhaps this mentality, together with
exaggerated and unsubstantiated claims of government corruption granted solidarity for distrustful
and resentful audiences. In this way, the highly charged nature of hyperbolic anti-establishment
rhetoric served to strengthen audience suspicious discontent. We see this demonstrated in the
following tweets:

A)

Figure 5 Exaggeration, Unsubstantiated Claims & Conspiracy

65
Figure 5 continued
B)

C)
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Figure 5 continued
D)

3.5 “So Dishonest! Rigged System!”
The government corruption motif that resonated with particular audiences of Trump’s broken
system narrative blamed a rigged system in which partisan media conspired with the establishment
to steal the election from Donald Trump. This facet of the government corruption narrative
emphasized a broken system operating amid a government conspiracy promoting confusion and
false allegations against political outsiders. On its face, Trump’s accusations of a rigged system
alleged collusion in the form of biased reporting, fabricated news reports, and large-scale voter
fraud. Closer inspection revealed some complexities taking place in these tweets. Accusations of
voter fraud, for example, served rhetorically to undermine the democratic process. At first glance,
allegations of voter fraud bolstered Trump’s overarching broken system narrative. Tweets alleged
“large scale voter fraud happening on and before election day” and “voting machine problems
across the entire country,” (Trump, 2016k, 2016ab). Beneath the surface these tweets operated
discursively in several ways. First, tweet claims of voter fraud preemptively excused a Trump
election loss. In fact, Trump’s tweets suggested a November 2016 defeat was the direct result of a
media-rigged election, lack of GOP support, and voter fraud (Trump, 2016c, 2016e, 2016o, 2016h,
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2016k). Second, allegations of large-scale voter fraud called into question the trustworthiness of
the democratic process. This sentiment resonated with the suspicious discontent of politically
marginalized audiences who, for decades, had felt sidelined by an elite self-serving establishment.
Perhaps, more compelling though is how tweet accusations of voter fraud undermined the sanctity
of the democratic process itself. The privilege to vote is considered the most important form of
political participation as it ensures representative government. Tweet allegations that this most
sacred act is no longer secure operated to further fragment an already turbulent sociopolitical
landscape. Finally, claims of voter fraud served to strengthen Trump’s allegations of government
corruption, but perhaps just as importantly allowed him to retain his image as a winner. In the
event of a loss, preservation of Trump’s image and lingering accusations of a rigged election
secured the possibility for Trump’s base to protest. The discursive complexity of voter fraud tweets
demonstrated the potential for anti-establishment discourses to undermine the very foundation of
American democracy.
Another facet of Trump’s rigged system argued partisan media actively promoted liberal
agendas and muted ideologically opposing views. Tweets alleged liberal media failed to report
Trump’s campaign successes and pushed false news stories in an effort to secure the presidency
for Hillary Clinton. Tweet claims of media bias and false news operated to confuse pertinent
candidate and campaign issues in an effort to undermine unflattering reports about Trump. In
particular, tweets often referenced news stories pertaining to allegations of sexual assault made
against Trump. Tweets vilified mainstream news media as “dishonest and distorted” purveyors of
“totally phoney stories” intended to suppress Trump’s political success: “I lost large numbers of
women voters based on made up events THAT NEVER HAPPENED. Media rigging election!”
(Trump, 2016f, 2016j typographical error original, 2016e). Yet, as Trump’s tweets denounced the
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press for fake news, they also leveraged the mainstream coverage to attack his accusers. This effort
operated cyclically to undermine press credibility, disparage accusers, and bolster Trump’s
political persona. This is observed in tweets which claimed, “Nothing ever happened with any of
these women. Totally made up nonsense to steal the election. Nobody has more respect for women
than me!” and “...the media has deceived the public by putting women front and center with madeup stories and lies, and got caught,” (Trump, 2016b, 2016m). In fact, tweet audiences were told
not to believe “these totally phony stories, 100% made up by women (many already proven false),”
and instead think about “Joe Biden’s Long History of Grabbing, Kissing and Groping Women
Who Are Cringing,” (Trump, 2016i). The direction of audience attention away from legitimate
questions about Trump’s conduct and toward the alleged misdeeds of a fixed system, and those
who work within it, demonstrated tweet capacity to confuse relevant issues and undermine
negative press.

A)

Figure 6 "So Dishonest! Rigged System!"
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Figure 6 continued
B)

C)

D)
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Figure 6 continued
E)

F)

Trump’s broken system narrative, marked by government corruption, collusion, media
bias, and voter fraud divided audiences into two distinct groups: “us” - those who stood to defend
an established and preferred way of life, and “them” - those who threatened that way of life. This
binary approach reduced complex sociocultural and political issues to their simplest form in a
worldview reminiscent of Manicheanism. Tweet separation of audiences and political issues into
“good” and “bad” enacted the performative power of anti-establishment discourses to redefine
sociopolitical identity. For example, Trump’s tweets reduced the humanitarian crisis at the USMexico border to a drug problem, equated refugees with ISIS, and associated government
corruption with economic instability. Tweet simplification of complex sociopolitical issues
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adopted language and ideology assumptive of in-group and out-group features permitting both
“us” and “them” audiences a sense of belonging on a national stage. One way tweets granted
audiences political identity was through use of ‘movement’ rhetoric. Movement rhetoric adopted
language and ideology reflective of traditionally conservative values and principles and those
audiences considered “us.” Tweets used the term “movement” to describe a tidal wave of change
sweeping across America in which “us” audiences would reclaim the values, principles, and status
once afforded them as the presumed majority. In this way, tweets demonstrated consideration of
the suspicious discontent of audiences and an accompanying sense of political marginalization.
Tweet polarization of audiences as “us vs. them” served to accommodate a problemsolution matrix which benefited Trump politically. The redefinition of sociopolitical identity
afforded by “us vs. them” carried with it an implicit need for change. This aspect of the narrative
architecture of the broken system relied heavily on a problem-solution matrix that promised
transformation with the arrival of a newcomer. In fact, tweets demanded a Washington outsider
with the strength and resolve needed to hit the reset button on years of alleged government
corruption. In this way, tweets situated Trump the solution to the problem of corrupt government.
On 8 November 2016, the unified action of “us” audiences successfully secured Donald Trump as
President of The United States. These tweets illustrated how Trump’s tweets partitioned tweet
audiences and situated himself the solution to the problem of “them:”
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A)

Figure 7 "The Era of Division is Coming to an End"
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Figure 7 continued
B)
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Figure 7 continued
C)

3.6 Conclusion
Investigation of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy granted insights into the power of social
media to influence the political process. Namely, the performative power of tweets to erode
culturally specific institutions that communicate the social processes distinctive of American
culture and society. Trump’s broken system narrative strategically leveraged Twitter, a contentious
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sociopolitical climate, and anti-establishment discourses to further destabilize social identity for
personal political gain. It was against a backdrop of political unrest, technological
disintermediation, and sociocultural disruption that Trump’s tweets emerged to advance an
increasingly fragmented sociopolitical milieu. Tweet accommodation of a disaffected view of
government and elites tapped into a long history of skepticism toward government felt by a selfproclaimed politically marginalized segment of the populous. In particular, the government
corruption motif displayed in Trump’s broken system narrative strengthened the suspicious
discontent harbored by this audience through fusion of insider status with self-interest and
dishonesty. Tweets made synonymous privilege, corruption, power, and self-interest. Deployment
of this sentiment adapted dissident messaging according to the complexities of Twitter’s hybrid
ecosystem and its confrontational style. Conversion of tested slogans into hashtags like
#DrainTheSwamp increased messaging circulation. A featuring of tweets on mainstream news
circumvented traditional fact verification processes and granted circulation of alternate narratives
on mainstream channels.
Trump’s tweets as a point of contact for the convergence of dissident messaging and a
disaffected audience carried with it the capacity to undermine the source reliability and trust
constraints imposed by more traditional media. The emergence of social media occasioned changes
to sociocultural communicative practices and highlighted a human experience no longer bound by
convention. This shift in consciousness did not begin with Trump’s tweets, rather, Trump’s tweets
evidenced a cultural shift in which efficiency came to be valued over human judgment. Part of this
shift included the transition from old media to internet-mediated channels like social media which
granted unprecedented access to information and opinion. Much like the printing press, social
media triggered a crucial sociocultural paradigm shift in which traditional modes of information
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access and distribution were permanently transformed. A significant consequence of this shift
included the deterioration of source verification and reliability due to the rapid succession of posts
available on social network sites. In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman (2011)
used the term “fast thinking” to describe the voter process of picking up of ideas over the course
of time without awareness of where they came from. Two crucial outcomes of fast thinking are
reduced interest in the credibility of content and increased focus on the quantity of like-minded
messaging. This is of particular interest as we consider the specific nature of Twitter as a political
tool. Twitter as a political tool carries its own connotation that scholars are just beginning to
research. In particular, it is viewed a negative social network site that attracts skeptics, bullies, and
antagonists. However, its hybrid ecosystem demonstrates unparalleled social influence both online
and in mainstream media.
Twitter’s unique communicative ecosystem granted solidarity and a voice to politically
marginalized Americans seeking to restore a particular way of life. Tweet references to the
marginalization of a presumed majority and promises of a return to a former way of life situated
those identifying as such to repossess their assumed rightful place in society. Hence, the ‘make
America great again’ slogan operated symbolically as a rallying cry for restoration of the prestige
and power lost by this self-proclaimed politically marginalized majority. The implied action of
this rhetorical strategy was a unification of audiences as either favorable or opposed to this change.
Our gained understanding of the rhetorical strategy of Trump’s tweets provides the basis
for investigation into politically marginalized audiences and the ways in which they were
accommodated by the particular anti-establishment messaging in tweets. Trump’s tweets
capitalized on an already unstable sociopolitical milieu leveraging deep seeded racial tensions to
further disrupt the status quo. In particular, tweets masked deeper concerns about race within
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more traditional economic, social, and political campaign discourses. However, consideration of
the demographic trends, economic stability, and sociocultural tensions in the decades leading up
to the 2016 presidential election revealed a politically polarized America. It is within a frame of
political upheaval that Trump’s tweets emerged to accommodate the mindset of particular
audiences. Investigation into a mindset that attached to claims of government corruption and a
rigged system revealed a sociopolitical mindset of victimization and resentment. Trump’s tweets
articulated this mindset through messaging that spoke directly to the economic anxiety, racial
resentment, and anger about immigration experienced by these audiences. In doing so, tweets
successfully recruited a politically marginalized audience construct through a promised
reclamation of social status, confirmation of suspicious discontent, and the affordance of solidarity
on a national stage.
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CHAPTER 4. TWEET ACCOMMODATION OF POLITICAL IDENTITY

4.1 Introduction
The rhetorical strategy of Trump’s tweets anticipated a politically marginalized reader
identification. Trump’s tweets operated as a point of contact where an increasingly fractured sociopolitical landscape, dissident messaging, and Twitter’s hybrid discursive space converged to
accommodate a particular audience. The seemingly dissident discourses within Twitter’s hybrid
communicative ecosystem awakened existing sociopolitical identities. In particular, the antiestablishment rhetoric distinctive of Trump’s tweets accommodated a disaffected political identity
highlighted by resentment and victimization. Decades of growing dissatisfaction with government
and rising anger about open borders, job outsourcing, and protections for marginalized groups
activated a white identity under siege. In particular, increased cultural diversity and progressive
social policy signaled the upending of a hierarchy of white Evangelical male dominance. This shift
in sociopolitical status exposed fears about an established way of life under attack. Perceived
threats against the social security and continuity of a presumed majority helped bring about
emergent contestation of the forces believed to have promoted or facilitated unwanted change. In
fact, the 2016 election highlighted “an effort by members of already dominant groups to assure
their continued dominance and by those in an already powerful and wealthy country to assure its
continued dominance,” (Mutz, 2018, p. E4338).
Trump’s tweets occasioned audience occupation of a particular reading stance in which a
politically marginalized identity was granted a public sphere for contestation of a corrupt liberal
system intent on placing minorities, migrants, and elites ahead of them in line. The government
corruption, bias media, and voter fraud tropes of Trump’s broken system narrative brought to light
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various elements of a politically marginalized identity dissatisfied with a perceived loss of social
and political status. Tapping into a history of modern right-wing dissatisfaction with a loss of social
and political status occasioned a reading stance that successfully highlighted economic anxiety,
racial resentment, and anger about immigration. Discursive attention to changing demographic
trends, ongoing economic recovery, racial tensions, and increasing multiculturalism capitalized on
an already tense sociopolitical milieu. Leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election, decades
of neoliberal policy culminated in the worst economic performance since the 1930s. Slow recovery
from the 2008 financial crisis contributed to increased anxiety and economic dissatisfaction among
middle class Republicans (Klein, 2018). Perhaps most notably for conservatives, the dominant
white Christian majority was shrinking and “the country was becoming more ethnically diverse
and less religious,” (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018, p. 4). These issues and others “crystallized
the country’s broader identity crisis” exposing “sharp divisions on what America had become and
what it should be,” (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018, p. 200). In this way, Trump’s tweets
accommodated various animosities and passions of a politically marginalized audience for political
gain.
4.2 Distinguishing a Politically Marginalized Identity
Sociocultural and political processes occurring in America helped awaken the economic, racial,
and ethnic anxieties distinctive of a politically marginalized identity. In 2016, underlying beliefs
about race and privilege rose to the surface after years of considerable economic, ethnic, and
religious change. Migrants living in the States recorded the highest presence at nearly 50 million
and higher birth rates among non-whites highlighted a much less white America (Abramowitz,
2018; Cilluffo & Cohn, 2016; Cohn, 2016). Ongoing recovery from a global recession and the
Millennial generation coming of age contributed to a redefinition of the American family. In
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particular, record numbers of Americans were living in multi-generational households, marriage
was displaced by a preference for cohabitation, and childbearing was delayed until later in life
(Cilluffo & Cohn, 2016). Contributing to the sociocultural change occurring at the time was an
American consciousness deeply troubled by domestic and foreign terrorist attacks, several highprofile incidents between police and communities of color, and a growing opioid epidemic. Amid
a climate of economic instability, changing demographics, and increased racial tension partisan
identity became increasingly important. In fact, constituent attitudes toward the sociocultural
changes of the time seemed to dictate political ideology and party adherence. In 2016, the 48%
share of the electorate supportive of Clinton were white (60%), female (54%) religiously
unaffiliated (65%), and college educated (43%) (Pew Research, 2018b). Comparatively, Trump’s
45% share of the electorate was white (88%), male (52%) Evangelical (77%), and without a college
degree (71%) (Pew Research, 2018b). This striking composition of the electorate revealed an everwidening ideological divide within the nation.
Underlying feelings of resentment and victimization emerged amid economic uncertainty,
demographic transformation, and heightened racial tension. In particular, conceptions of white
identity and beliefs about personal agency revealed a deeply rooted presumption of power.
Historically, a presumed majority successfully sought to guide the nation’s values and dictate
policy consistent with those values. However, changing demographic trends and progressive social
policy began to diminish the power they once held. Over time, weakened sociocultural and
political control generated a sense of unease. This sense of unease appeared to stem from a reduced
capacity to retain an established way of life. Perceived threats against a preferred way of life
centered around white anxieties about racial identity and privilege simmering just below the
surface. A view that the presumed majority had been pushed aside by minorities and marginalized
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groups contributed to feelings of resentment and victimization as “outsiders” were granted equal
rights and privileges as their white counterparts. These feelings of resentment and victimization
exposed a sense of entitlement to reclaim an established way of life. Hence, promises to “make
America great again” embodied a return to the social status, security, and continuity owed a
displaced majority.
A politically marginalized identity may be best understood through examination of the
beliefs central to the identity. In social science research, core beliefs are “some of the elements of
belief systems...that underlie human psychology and help to explain political behavior,” (Hawkins,
Yudkin, Juan-Torres & Dixon, 2018, p. 72). One dimension of core beliefs that shed light on the
anxieties felt by a politically marginalized identity were conceptions of white identity. A recent
study found the degree to which individuals identified with their race correlated with their views
of public policies which firmly separated “outsiders” from their group (Hawkins et al., 2018). In
particular, individuals who identified more strongly with their race were “significantly more likely
to support harsh immigration policies, including a border wall and a ‘Muslim travel ban,’”
(Hawkins et al., p. 78). The association between white identity and views of public policy
suggested a particular perspective of racial privilege. White privilege is recognized in public
discourse as societal advantages beyond what is commonly experienced by other races under the
same economic, sociocultural, or political circumstances. While a politically marginalized identity
disagreed that whites had an advantage over people of color, concerns about progressive social
policy suggested otherwise. In this way, racial identity attached to feelings of resentment toward
“outsiders” perceived to threaten a preferred way of life.
Another distinctive element of a politically marginalized identity was a perspective that
provisions and protections for marginalized groups victimized whites by stripping them of the

82
economic and social benefits of being white. Salient to our understanding of this feature of a
politically marginalized identity is consideration of a psychological mindset in which members of
already dominant groups seek to assure their continued dominance. This particular state of mind
is publicly referred to as entitlement. Entitlement as a feature of personality functioning can be
recognized as superiority of ideas, overvaluation of the in-group, ethnocentrism, or demands for
special treatment (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). A sense of entitlement seemed at the
root of a struggling white working class resistant to change and threatened by multiculturalism.
Some whites viewed the provisions and protections for minority and immigrant communities as
granting them an unfair advantage. In fact, many believed the rights of people of color were “more
protected than the rights of white people,” (Hawkins et al., 2018, p. 75). Hence, progressive social
policy upset the status quo by providing minority groups the same access to education, healthcare,
and jobs as whites, thus leveling the playing field.
Closely intertwined with feelings of victimization by “outsiders” were strong opinions
about personal responsibility. A politically marginalized identity accommodated a view that
people’s lives and outcomes were determined by their own choices regardless of circumstance or
environment. Attention to values of self-determination and advancement referenced the country’s
founding ideals and 400 years of white privilege. In this way, we can make sense of a rallying cry
to “make America great again,” as a promise to return to an old-world order where the rights and
privileges of whites were paramount to those of other groups. These core beliefs about racial
identity and personal agency highlighted a sense of entitlement to an established and preferred way
of life in which whites felt victimized by “outsiders” being given the same rights and privileges
they earned.
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4.3 Tweet Accommodation of Economic, Racial, and Ethnic Anxieties
The ideologically partisan issues in Trump’s tweets magnified the sociopolitical polarization in
America. In doing so, the tweets could accommodate a politically marginalized reader
identification. In the decades leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election, a growing division
of political party by race, culture, and ideology contributed to a mindset of resentment,
victimization, and entitlement. Trump’s tweets made use of deepening voter divisions to activate
a politically marginalized identity. This political identity was recognized by economic, racial, and
ethnic anxieties. Now that we have insights into how sociopolitical polarization triggered an
identity of political marginalization, we can explore how this polarization was distinctive in tweets.
A brief review of Iser’s (1978) implied reader helps us understand how Trump’s tweets as
rhetorical strategy connected to audience identification as politically marginalized. The implied
reader frame provides a view of tweets as an author’s symbolic network that is constructed with a
particular reader’s reading stance in view. To actualize the full meaning-potential of the text an
active reader adopts the implied reader standpoint. By occupying this supplied standpoint, the
reader can actualize the meaning “toward which the perspectives of the text have guided” him or
her (Iser, 1978, p. 34). In this way, “the reader’s adoption of a reading stance orients the reader to
the text and indicates a ‘readiness to respond’ in a particular manner,” (Jennings, 2011, p. 48;
Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 43). Consideration of a politically marginalized identity through the implied
reader frame revealed how tweets operated as a point of contact for the convergence of author,
dissident messaging, and a politically marginalized reading stance. However, it is important to
recognize that the reading stance accommodated by Trump’s tweets and occasioned by an
emergent politically marginalized identity did not require reader adherence to every feature of the
marginalized identity. Nor did occupation of the author supplied standpoint obligate readers to
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uncritical acceptance of the author’s perspectives. Rather, adoption of the author supplied stance
occasioned reader actualization of the full meaning-potential of the text.
Economic Anxiety
The economic dissatisfaction distinctive of politically marginalized audiences signaled partisan
exploitation of distinctively conservative economic ideology to mask fears about increased
multiculturalism. In the eight years prior to 2016 economic anxiety was “much smaller and not
particularly distinctive compared to earlier elections,” (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018, p. 9).
However, when economic anxieties were refracted through social identities they came to carry
more weight (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018). The ideological concerns were not that Republicans
were making less money. In fact, during Obama’s presidency polling revealed that “Republicans
making more than $100,000 a year were more dissatisfied with the economy than Democrats
making less than $20,000 a year,” (Klein, 2018, para. 6). It seemed economic anxiety was a
partisan phenomenon in which the important sentiment was not whether you might lose your job,
but instead that jobs were being lost to members of other groups (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018).
Namely, nonwhites. The racialized economics with which politically marginalized audiences
identified was the belief that undeserving groups were getting ahead while they were being left
behind (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018).
One way Trump’s tweets accommodated the racialized economics with which politically
marginalized audiences resonated was through symbolic use of the ‘economy’ to represent a
reclaiming of white sociocultural status. This is observed in tweets like, “Our economy will be
STRONG and our people will be SAFE,” (Trump, 2016jj). This tweet and others like it equated a
strong economy with national safety, perhaps evidencing white anxiety about increased
immigration. Yet, while the dataset contains multiple references to national safety, none directly
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state why America is believed to be unsafe. Most ‘safe’ themed tweets amended the slogan “make
America great again” to “make America safe and great again.” Though “safe” themed tweets did
not indicate why America was unsafe, considerable attention to border security suggested a
country at risk. Tweets like, “Drugs are pouring into this country. If we have no border, we have
no country,” “One of my first acts as President will be to deport the drug lords and then secure the
border,” and “We will end illegal immigration, stop the drugs, and deport all criminal aliens and
save American lives!” contributed to a reader construct in which multiculturalism was viewed as
a threat (Trump, 2016v, 2016w, 2016uu). In this way, economy focused tweets performed to
accommodate a politically marginalized identity construct marked by racialized economics.
Reader occupation of this aspect of the author construct occasioned a reading stance in which full
tweet meaning-potential of ‘economy’ could be actualized.
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A)

Figure 8 Tweet Accommodation of Economic Anxiety
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Figure 8 continued
B)

C)
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Figure 8 continued
D)
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Figure 8 continued
E)

Racial Resentment
The economic anxiety experienced by politically marginalized audiences was closely tied to racial
resentment toward African-Americans believed to be getting ahead, while more deserving groups
were being left behind. Racial resentment “captures whether Americans think deficiencies in black
culture are the main reason for racial inequality,” (Klein, 2018, para 50). The politically
marginalized identity attributed racial inequality to “a matter of some people not trying hard
enough; if blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites,” (Sides, Tesler &
Vavreck, 2018, p. 27). This perspective viewed the government as providing minorities with
support, legal protections, and benefits unavailable to whites. Increased partisan polarization was
magnified by eight years of a black Democratic president known for progressive social policy. The
Obama-era made existing American racial identities and racial attitudes even more potent political
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forces and exposed a widening gap between the political opinions of blacks and whites (Hunter &
Bowman, 2016; Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018). In particular, the civil rights of AfricanAmericans were newly salient as a number of high-profile incidents between law enforcement and
communities of color brought a long history of racial inequality to the forefront. However, 81% of
Trump supporters disagreed that law enforcement unfairly targeted minorities (Hunter & Bowman,
2016). Hence, growing racial tensions highlighted an America “more pessimistic about racerelations than they had been in decades,” (Sides, Tesler & Vavreck, 2018, p. 4).
Tweet audiences who felt socioculturally and politically displaced by communities of color
enacted the performative power of Trump’s rallying cry “make America great again.” “Make
America great again” operated symbolically as a reclamation of power and status for a politically
marginalized identity. The slogan harnessed the sentiment of a bygone era in which white power
and privilege dominated the social, cultural, and political landscape. On the surface, the call to
“make America great again” referenced a resurgence of World War II-era ethos. In particular, a
sociopolitical system guided by ideologically conservative family values, religion, and patriotism.
Yet, a closer look revealed tweet accommodation of a mindset resentful of progressive social
policy. Indeed, a state of mind in which white Evangelicals felt stripped of their preferred social
status. The articulation of this sentiment in Trump’s “make America great again” slogan was only
possible through reader adoption of a politically marginalized standpoint. It was in the adoption of
a politically marginalized standpoint that tweet readers received the full meaning-potential of the
slogan. In this way, promises of America’s return to greatness leveraged the racial resentment
harbored by a politically marginalized identity for political gain.

91
A)

Figure 9 “Make America Great Again!”
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Figure 9 continued
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Figure 9 continued
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Anger about Immigration
The racial resentment feature of the politically marginalized identity was not restricted to African
Americans, but also begrudged immigrants and refugees. Anger about an increased presence of
immigrants and refugees in the United States centered around the consequences of increased
multiculturalism for the ruling majority. In recent decades, growing diversity in the U.S.
destabilized the social, economic, and political power afforded a white majority. The growth of
racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S. activated fears that opportunities were being lost to other
groups. In 2016, more than half of disenfranchised constituents believed that immigrants were “a
burden on our country who take jobs, housing, and health care,” (Hunter & Bowman, 2016, p. 50).
According to the 2016 Survey of American Political Culture, 76% of Trump supporters were in
favor of greatly reducing the number of immigrants entering the U.S., 77% were in favor of
building a wall between the U.S.-Mexico border, and 70% were in favor of “banning entry to all
Muslims until we better understand the threat to our country,” (Hunter & Bowman, 2016, p. 53).
In this way, the anger about immigrants and refugees exposed apprehension about the potential for
significant demographic shifts taking place in the United States to destabilize an established way
of life.
Trump’s tweets wielded the demographic shift taking place in the U.S. as a direct threat to
an established way of life. Tweets weaponized ‘open borders’ fashioning international
humanitarian crises as posing imminent risk to the safety and security of Americans. In particular,
the critical situation at the U.S.-Mexico border was fashioned an invasion of drugs, gangs, and
cartel violence. Tweets made no distinction between families fleeing horrific gang violence in
Central America and individuals working for drug cartels. In fact, Trump’s tweets merged the two
and labeled them “criminals” and “drug lords.” Likewise, Syrian refugees seeking asylum in the
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United States were equated with terrorism. Trump’s tweets implicated millions of refugees forced
to flee war torn Syria as part of an ISIS scheme to infiltrate the United States. Tweet attention to
Syrian refugees as an impending terrorist threat on home soil revealed discursive complexity. On
the surface, association of Syrian refugees with ISIS strengthened the existing anger toward
minority groups harbored by a politically marginalized identity. Yet, on a deeper level it exposed
a not so subtle conflation of Islam with terrorism. Tweet messaging about Syrians, Muslims, and
ISIS served to reinforce sociocultural and political resistance toward anything or anyone who
posed threat to the established way of life preferred by a politically marginalized identity. In this
way, weaponizing ‘open borders’ articulated existing fears about safety, security, and religious
preference should minority groups continue to grow and thrive in the United States.

A)

Figure 10 "No border...no country"
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Figure 10 continued
B)

C)
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Figure 10 continued
D)

4.4 Twitter, Political Identity, and Selective Attention
Just as Twitter’s ability to bypass mainstream media was central to Trump’s rhetorical strategy, so
too its potential to amplify existing political identities was essential for accommodation of a
politically marginalized identity. Political identities are central to understanding electoral
behavior. Twitter magnified an anti-establishment political identity of voters fed up with inequality
and injustice at the hands of Washington insiders. Voter disaffection toward the establishment was
rooted in a perception that corrupt liberal government placed the needs of people of color over
those of a presumed majority. Articulation of this political identity within Twitter’s discursive
space magnified the passions and animosities of a white working class fed up with being left
behind. Anti-establishment tweets capitalized on a growing chasm between Republican and
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Democratic ideologies pushing existing sociocultural and political divisions to a new level.
Growing political polarization correlated with constituent adherence to the political ideology of a
party rather than a candidate. According to Abramowitz and Webster (2018) “one of the most
important developments in American politics over the last 40 years has been the rise of negative
partisanship - the phenomenon whereby Americans largely align against one party instead of
affiliating with the other,” (p. 119). In 2016, a white working class anxious about a loss of social
status pushed back against the liberal ideology perceived to upset a preferred sociopolitical power
balance. Hence, Americans who resented change became increasingly Republican and those who
benefited from and approved of change became increasingly Democratic (Abramowitz, 2018).
Twitter’s ‘open access’ style community made it the ideal space for accommodation of a
politically marginalized audience. In previous chapters we discussed the ‘extreme incivility’
distinctive of Twitter and showed how that aspect of the site featured in Trump’s tweets. Just as
this characteristic of the site contributed to our understanding of tweets as rhetorical strategy, its
‘open’ community granted insights into how Twitter amplified existing political identities during
Trump’s 2016 U.S. presidential campaign. Tweet readers were occasioned affiliation with a
politically marginalized identity without formal membership in the community. A benefit of the
interaction distinctive of online communities is social support and relational closeness (Carr, Wohn
& Hayes, 2016; Walther & Ramirez, 2009). Twitter differed from other social network sites in that
it performed much like an ‘open’ online community. Open online communities are distinctive from
social media in that content can be viewed by anyone with access to the internet, though only users
with login credentials are permitted to contribute. Comparatively, social network sites typically
host content within a loose network where audiences interact with the content creator via a hub
and spoke model. Social network sites like Facebook and LinkedIn permit users to create small
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groups within the site based on particular interests or activities. Twitter does not accommodate
smaller or niche groups. While Facebook or LinkedIn interactions often occur among multiple
users, Twitter interactions are often between two people. However, Twitter can be made to feel
like a community if an author curates like-minded followers with a shared fate or purpose. This
shared fate or purpose is fundamental to community building both online and offline. In this way,
Twitter conversations around immigration, media bias, and government corruption afforded social
support and relational closeness among politically marginalized identities with or without formal
group membership.
Tweets as the medium for Trump’s rhetorical strategy granted a particular convergence of
author, text, and reader. Trump’s articulation of a politically marginalized identity accommodated
reader actualization of meaning in light of complex sociocultural and political processes already
at work. Much like Fish’s (1982) concept of “interpretive strategies,” a politically marginalized
reading stance employed tweet reader assumptions of the text and the world. Tweet readers did
not first read a tweet and then deploy interpretive strategies, rather interpretive strategies were at
work prior to the act of reading. As readers moved along a continuum of reading stances
actualization of meaning was defined by the interpretive community. Fish (1982) defined
interpretive communities as groups of people who share goals and purposes. Yet, though
interpretive communities share goals and purposes there may be multiple understandings of a text.
However, the only correct interpretation of a text is one that adheres to the interpretive strategies
of the dominant community at a particular moment in time (Fish, 1982). Reading stance determines
a blend of features to which real readers comprise meaning and set in motion the “sociocultural
and individual factors...present in the act of reading,” (Jennings, 2011, p. 48). Rosenblatt (2005)
labeled this phenomenon “selective attention” in which “reading involves or includes referential
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or cognitive elements,” (p. 74). Accordingly, politically marginalized tweet readers were afforded
the flexibility to attach a marginalized identity to particular textual features which evoked
meaning.
Consideration of selective attention highlights the role of tweet readers in meaning making.
Finding meaning “involves both the author’s text and what the reader brings to it,” (Rosenblatt,
1994, p. 14). Trump’s tweets revealed two aspects of the selective attention of a politically
marginalized identity. First, the stimulus of verbal symbols in tweets evoked or activated the
reader’s selective attention to past experience or present concerns such as government corruption,
immigration, and racial resentment. Second, reader responses to tweets coexisted with a
“concurrent stream of feelings, attitudes, and ideas aroused by...the guidance of the text,”
(Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 48). These features of selective attention bring to light a meaning-making
process in which tweet readers responded to tweet stimuli while drawing on fitting aspects of
linguistic proficiency and life experience to order responses. For example, the slogan “make
America great again,” or the hashtags “CrookedHillary,” or “DrainTheSwamp” may have
triggered something within tweet readers which aided in the composition of meaning. In light of
this understanding of selective attention we better understand how tweet meaning-making was
guided by a convergence of the interpretive strategies of tweet audiences with dissident discourses.
Existing political identities, an open social network site, and the role of the reader highlight the
potential for Trump’s tweets to serve as a point of contact for multiple political identities. Trump’s
defined discourses afforded reader adherence to features of a political identity of victimization,
resentment, and entitlement. Individual tweet reader attachment to different elements of antiestablishment discourses revealed a flexible focus of attention. This flexibility of focus allowed
tweet readers to move along a continuum of reading standpoints. Tweet reader assumptions about

101
the text and the world at the time of reading dictated meaning-making, thus accommodating
multiple political identities.
4.5 Conclusion
Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy articulated the features distinctive of a politically
marginalized identity. Tweets as a point of contact for a fragmented sociopolitical landscape and
anti-establishment messaging activated existing political identities. This convergence occasioned
author construction of a reading stance which accommodated a particular view of government, the
economy, minorities, and immigrants. Tweet allegations of government corruption, media bias,
and voter fraud told the story of a broken system in need of leadership from outside of Washington.
The underlying assumption of these claims was a failure of a liberal establishment to preserve the
social and political status of a presumed majority. By 2016, decades of economic dissatisfaction,
racial resentment, and anger about immigration were simmering just beneath the surface. In
particular, beliefs about race and privilege surfaced after years of economic, ethnic, and religious
change. An increasingly fractured sociopolitical landscape made plain a climate in which the
presumed majority had become one tribe among many. A feeling of being pushed aside by larger
forces at work highlighted a political identity frustrated and unable to adapt to a changing world.
Amid this climate of significant sociocultural and political change an existing position of
marginalization and disenfranchisement was activated by a perceived loss of social and political
status. White apprehension about the economy, racial tensions, and ethnic diversity highlighted a
politically marginalized identity in fear of a loss of power. In particular, many Trump supporters
felt threatened by an increasingly brown America. Amidst considerable demographic change and
growing racial tension, increased multiculturalism brought to light deep resentments toward people
of color. Conceptions of white identity contributed to a state of mind resentful of the increased
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protections afforded marginalized groups at the perceived expense of the ruling majority. Beliefs
about personal agency exposed an underlying view that people’s lives and outcomes were
determined by their own choices. Progressive social policy set in place to level the playing field
was viewed as alleviating the personal responsibility of African-Americans and immigrants, thus
granting them advantages over their white counterparts. In this way, the government was viewed
as helping people of color get ahead while more deserving groups were left behind.
Trump’s tweets articulated the economic, racial, and ethnic anxieties experienced by a
politically marginalized identity. Tweet articulation of these anxieties accommodated reader
perceptions of injustice and inequality at the hands of minorities and immigrants. Racialized
economics, promises to “make America great again,” and weaponization of ‘open borders’
signaled a long-awaited reclaiming of white status. For readers feeling displaced by communities
of color, Trump’s tweets offered a point of contact for author, text, and reader. Iser’s implied reader
(1978) framed our understanding about tweet reader attachment to features of a politically
marginalized identity. The implied reader frame showed us how Trump’s tweets reflected author
pre-construction of a reading standpoint informed by the features of a politically marginalized
identity. Further, it showed us how tweets made use of an already polarized sociopolitical milieu
to leverage a mindset of resentment, victimization, and entitlement. Discovery of the ways these
tweets accommodated audience actualization of meaning necessitated exploration of the reader
role in meaning-making. In particular, the ways in which selective attention and interpretive
strategies informed actualization of the full meaning-potential of a tweet. Consideration of the
lived experience and linguistic repertoire of tweet readers highlighted the convergence of author,
text, and reader in a meaning-making transaction. In this way, the meaning of Trump’s tweets was
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actualized by real readers who attached to features of a politically marginalized identity through
occupation of the author constructed standpoint.
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION

5.1 Thesis Summary
Investigation of the rhetorical strategy of Trump’s tweets showed us the power of social media to
influence the political process. Examination of tweets as rhetorical strategy and how those tweets
accommodated audience identification as politically marginalized focused on Trump’s tweets
during the four weeks leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election. Investigation of these
tweets revealed a use of strong anti-establishment discourses that had not occurred in a presidential
campaign on social media or elsewhere. Dissident tweet discourses argued for a broken system in
need of repair by someone from outside. Tweets used broad strokes to paint a complex picture of
a deteriorating America marred by rampant government corruption and a rigged political system.
These themes captured and even amplified existing feelings of victimization, resentment, and
entitlement deeply felt within a politically marginalized identity. Investigation into tweets as
rhetorical strategy revealed the role of Twitter as a point of contact for the intersection of dissident
messaging and politically marginalized identities.
Previous scholarship examined conventional uses of social media in politics. That focus
highlighted interest in social media use as part of a larger campaign of political messaging.
Research attention to a shift from traditional media to new media, connections between social
media campaigning and voter candidate selection, and uses of social media for campaign
community-building revealed a significant deficit in our understanding about unconventional uses
of social media in political campaigns. Close analysis of Trump’s use of Twitter expanded our
understanding about social media in political campaigning by stepping outside the parameters of
previous approaches that considered social media as adjunct to political campaigning. Instead, this
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project explored the impact of anti-establishment messaging coming from an establishment
candidate and what happened when that candidate used social media to get that message across.
This analysis suggests that dissident messaging in tweets can function rhetorically to
destabilize the social and cultural institutions that guide American attitudes and actions.
Additionally, examination of the complex relationship between anti-establishment political
messaging and audience political identification exposed the potential for tweets to function, in and
of themselves, as rhetorical strategy. That strategy worked to accommodate audience adherence to
features of a politically marginalized identity.
These tweets possessed both rhetorical and ideological dimensions. An interpretivist
approach to data analysis granted insights about the data sample as a whole, as well as the content
of individual tweets. A theoretical framework drawing from Feenberg’s critical theory of
technology, McLuhan’s media ecology, Fraser’s counterpublics, and Iser’s implied reader revealed
how these tweets functioned. They worked two ways: as rhetorical strategy and as an
accommodation of a politically marginalized identity. In this way, an interpretivist and meaningoriented approach helped shed light on the anti-establishment themes and discourses present in the
data.
As rhetorical strategy, Trump’s tweets occurred within larger sociocultural and political
processes already taking place in the decades leading up to the election. Amid political unrest,
technological disintermediation, and sociocultural disruption Trump’s tweets leveraged an
increasingly fragmented sociopolitical climate for political gain. A long history of suspicious
discontent highlighted a disaffected view of government and elites held by many constituents.
Tweets articulated this skepticism, and made synonymous government, corruption, and elites to
reinforce and promote a disaffected view of democracy. The emergence of social media facilitated
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changes to sociocultural communicative practices and made plain a human experience no longer
bound by convention. Trump’s tweets did not trigger this shift in consciousness. Rather, they
evidenced larger cultural changes in how we communicate, ones that seemingly privileged mass
messaging efficiency over individual human evaluation and judgment. In moving away from
traditional media toward internet-mediated channels, constituents were afforded unprecedented
and unrestricted access to information and opinion. In the case of Twitter, Trump’s tweets served
as a point of contact for dissident messaging and disaffected political identities, outside the
reliability and verification constraints imposed by more traditional media. Twitter’s unique ability
to circumvent traditional media while generating mainstream news made it a unique ecosystem.
Tweet deployment of anti-establishment messaging within Twitter’s hybrid discursive space
granted a particular convergence of author, medium, and message. Tweets exhibited hyperbole
and adopted hashtags like #DrainTheSwamp and #CrookedHillary to capitalize on Twitter’s
bypass of traditional media and circulate unchecked and unverifiable allegations online and on
mainstream news, as tweets became news. In this way, tweets operated as rhetorical strategy to
further destabilize an already polarized sociopolitical climate.
Trump’s tweets activated the existing economic, racial, and ethnic anxieties distinctive of
a politically marginalized identity. Within the overarching narrative of a broken system, tweet
attention to grievances about economic instability, racial tension, and increased immigration
exposed white racialized fears about a loss of social and political status. White fears about being
left behind or seeing minorities and immigrants surpass them exposed deep resentments toward
people of color. These resentments were rooted in conceptions of white identity and personal
agency. Conceptions of white identity and personal agency dictated a political mindset in which
progressive social policy signaled the displacement of a presumed majority by less deserving
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groups. Trump’s tweets successfully articulated white fears and resentments through racialized
economics, promises to reclaim the rights and privileges “owed” a presumed majority, and a
weaponization of ‘open borders.’
Iser’s (1978) implied reader showed us how Trump’s tweets accommodated a politically
marginalized identity of victimization, resentment, and entitlement. Tweet accommodation of this
mindset exposed the role of the reader in meaning-making. Author construction of a reading stance
informed by fears about a loss of status, deep racial resentments, and a sense of being owed a
preferred way of life granted audiences adherence to different features of a marginalized identity.
Reader adherence to the particular features of political identity displayed in tweets highlighted the
role of the reader in occupying the author pre-constructed reading stance. This reading standpoint
of victimization, resentment, and entitlement considered the lived experience and linguistic
repertoire of politically marginalized identities. Trump’s tweets situated readers to draw on their
own interpretive strategies to interpret implicit yet preferred meanings. As rhetorical strategy, the
tweets guided audience identification as politically marginalized through careful recounting of the
particular grievances belonging to a seemingly marginalized identity.
As rhetorical strategy, Trump’s tweets delivered dissident discourses through social media
to create meaning. Tweets as rhetorical strategy highlighted the capacity of dissident messaging to
further fragment human experience. The broken system narrative, cumulatively developed through
successive tweets, capitalized on Twitter’s hybrid discursive space to activate existing political
identities of resentment, victimization, and entitlement. Analysis of Trump’s tweets as symbolic
artifacts of discourse showed us some of the ways technology enacts public power and overrides
political democracy. In particular, the performative power of Twitter to bypass more traditional
media and the source reliability and trust constraints it imposes. In this way, Trump’s anti-
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establishment tweets eroded the cultural and political institutions that communicated the social
processes distinctive of our culture and society.
5.1 Research Contribution
This research project set out to examine how Trump’s tweets operated as rhetorical strategy and
how those tweets accommodated audience identification as politically marginalized. These
research inquiries provided three contributions to our body of knowledge about social media and
political campaigning. First, investigation of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy showed us how
social media can function to further fragment truth. The current sociocultural climate is considered
‘post-truth’ in that “feelings trump facts more freely and effortlessly than before,” (Hunter &
Bowman, 2016, p. 21). Examination of Trump’s tweets showed how hyperbole and
unsubstantiated claims shaped a particular moment in time by amplifying existing feelings of
victimization, resentment, and entitlement. Trump’s tweets defined and articulated the social,
cultural, and political polarization of a decade. These tweets exploited racial tensions and growing
political polarization through dissident discourses. In doing so, tweets destabilized the institutional
forms and processes distinctive of American culture and society. In particular, tweet attacks of a
corrupt government and biased media undermined their performative power to impose constraint
and serve as frames of reference for social processes. This undermining of established parameters
for social and political conduct permitted a deconstruction of truth and reality. Hence, claims like,
“Hillary is the most corrupt person to ever run for president,” “drugs are pouring into this country,”
and “ISIS has infiltrated countries all over Europe by posing as refugees,” were considered ‘true’
regardless of their veracity (Trump, 2016t, 2016v, 2016ff). In this way, investigation of Trump’s
tweets as rhetorical strategy showed us the incredible power social media carries to shape reality
and define “truth” outside of facts in evidence.
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Second, investigation of tweets as rhetorical strategy revealed how Twitter’s hybrid
discursive space permitted a restructuring of normative patterns of political communication.
Trump’s tweets challenged the normalized and naturalized existing political order within a hybrid
discursive arena. Investigation of these tweets illustrated how Trump’s political communicative
practices on Twitter were unlike any presidential candidate to date. Our examination revealed how
Twitter’s unique ecosystem granted a bypass of traditional media and with it a source verification
process. Trump’s tweets capitalized on Twitter’s unfiltered discursive arena to deploy
unsubstantiated claims about government corruption, media bias, and a rigged system. This
messaging implemented hyperbole, symbolism, and falsity to vilify Hillary Clinton, the
establishment, immigrants, refugees, and anyone else who did not align with the values of a
presumed white majority. Historically, politicians have operated within established parameters for
information dissemination as occasioned by mainstream media channels. Traditional media
provided a framework which subjected candidate and campaign claims to a source verification
process. And while mudslinging and ad hominem attacks were not uncommon in political races,
candidates and campaigns were bound to some standard of fidelity. This project showed us how
Trump’s unconventional uses of social media in politics eliminated the need for reliable sources,
claim substantiation, and truthfulness. Further, it highlighted the power of hyperbole and ‘alternate
truth’ to further fragment human experience amid existing sociopolitical upheaval.
A third way investigation of tweets as rhetorical strategy and how that strategy
accommodated audience identification contributes to knowledge is by offering a case study of how
a particular period in American history was successfully leveraged for personal political gain. In
2016, America was undergoing significant change. Growing sociocultural unrest, technological
disintermediation, and political polarization converged to reveal an American identity crisis. It was
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within a milieu of civil discontent that Donald Trump emerged a solution to the many problems
facing the United States. Trump promised honest government, economic stability, safety from
terrorism, closed borders, and a return to the cultural preferences of a presumed majority. His
tweets articulated feelings of victimization, resentment, and entitlement amid a post-truth era in
which feelings trumped truth. These tweets supplied a reader standpoint in which features of a
politically marginalized identity successfully recruited adherents. In particular, tweets exacerbated
racial tensions and fueled racial resentment further dividing the country on issues of race.
Additionally, charged language like #CrookedHillary and #DrainTheSwamp served to inflame
negative partisanship. Yet, while Trump’s tweets contributed to a decline of American society and
culture, he promised to “make America great again,” (Trump, 2016mm). Trump’s tweets as
rhetorical strategy successfully accommodated author construction of a politically marginalized
reader identification. It was through reader adoption of the author construct that Trump’s broken
system narrative came to life. Consideration of underlying economic and racial tensions and of
particular political identities that resonated with anti-establishment messaging occasioned
audience adherence to unconventional political messaging. This study shows us how a presidential
candidate successfully harnessed the power of social media to leverage a sociocultural identity
crisis and growing political polarization to further his own political ambitions. Further, it shows
us that author consideration of reader standpoint makes possible actualization of meaning. Trump’s
use of Twitter during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign can serve as a warning to us about how
emergent technology can be used to exploit a national identity crisis for political benefit.
5.1 Future Research
Investigation of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy and how they accommodated a particular
audience identification offers a foundation for future study. Now that we have better insight into
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how tweets operate as rhetorical strategy, scholarship would benefit from a deeper understanding
of unconventional political discourses on social media. Trump’s unconventional uses of social
media potentially serve a blueprint that future candidates may seek to follow. Further investigation
of Trump’s tweets as rhetorical strategy will no doubt reveal additional features of discourse
beneficial to our understanding about the uses of social media in political campaigns. Should future
candidates seek to adopt Trump’s rhetorical strategy, it is important that we firmly understand it
and the various ways it successfully recruits adherents in order to guard against it. A second area
for future research would be investigation of the ways pluralism influences political climate.
Exploration of pluralism and modernity in relationship to social media in politics may shed light
on the current phenomena of “alternative truth” and “fake news.” Finally, investigation of Trump’s
tweets uncovered extensive use of exclamatory punctuation and all capital lettering. Research is
just beginning to explore the impact of these types of paralanguage on tweet messaging resonance.
Future study of social media as rhetorical strategy would benefit from quantitative analysis of
messaging containing digital paralanguage. In Trump’s tweets we observed government
corruption, media bias, and rigged system tropes. Our understanding of dissident messaging
resonance would be enhanced through quantitative analysis of the paralinguistic digital
affordances for Trump’s tweets within each of the broken system tropes isolated in this study. In
particular, quantitative analysis of tweets containing exclamatory punctuation and all capital
lettering within each trope could establish messaging resonance and further enhance our
knowledge of social media in political campaigns.
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