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This study explores how U.S. President Donald Trump employs Twitter as a 
strategic instrument of power politics to disseminate his right-wing populist dis-
course. Applying the discourse-historical approach to critical discourse analysis, 
this article analyzes the meaning and function of Trump’s discursive strategies 
on Twitter. The data consists of over 200 tweets collected from his personal 
account between his inauguration on January 20, 2017 and his first address to 
Congress on February 28, 2017. The findings show how Trump uses an infor-
mal, direct, and provoking communication style to construct and reinforce the 
concept of a homogeneous people and a homeland threatened by the dangerous 
other. Moreover, Trump employs positive self-presentation and negative other-
presentation to further his agenda via social media. This study demonstrates how 
his top-down use of Twitter may lead to the normalization of right-wing populist 
discourses, and thus aims to contribute to the understanding of right-wing 
populist discourse online.
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1. Introduction

Right-wing populism is currently on the rise in many countries (Wodak 2015). 
Across Europe, right-wing populist parties have gained ground both on the 
European and national level, and in the United States, right-wing populist dis-
courses have been employed by the Tea Party Movement (Wodak 2015) and cur-
rently dominate the discourse of U.S. President Donald Trump (e.g., Ott 2017). 
Both in the U.S. and in Europe, these populist discourses focus on the threat of 
Muslims and Islam for the national identity and security or on the prioritization 
of the citizens over immigrants, for example, on the labor market (Krzyżanowski 
and Wodak 2009; Richardson and Colombo 2014; Richardson and Wodak 2009; 
Ott 2017). Trump in particular has employed such types of discourses since he 

Journal of Language and Politics 16:4 (2017), 607–618. doi 10.1075/jlp.17032.kre
issn 1569–2159 / e-issn 1569–9862 © John Benjamins Publishing Company



608 Ramona Kreis

announced to run for President (cf. his campaign slogan “Make America Great 
Again”) and they are now represented in executive orders like the so-called 
“Muslim Ban”.

Many if not most politicians in Western societies are now using digital and so-
cial media to disseminate their ideologies and attract the attention of larger audi-
ences (Bartlett 2014) as these new media have gained in importance. Social media 
like Facebook and Twitter are widely used among the population (Greenwood, 
Perrin, and Duggan 2016) and, as KhosraviNik and Unger (2016, 230) point out, 
“a large proportion of day-to-day verbal and visual communication has migrat-
ed to various participatory web platforms”, which has in turn impacted the way 
politics is done. Right-wing populist politicians seem to have been particularly 
successful in adopting social media for campaign purposes and have used them 
as a strategic communication tool and as an instrument of power politics (e.g., 
Bartlett 2014; Engesser et al. 2016; Enli 2017; Krzyżanowski 2018) as they provide 
an effective, low-cost tool through which politicians can quickly share messages, 
directly interact with their followers, self-promote, and criticize the establish-
ment (van Kessel and Castelein 2016). Examples can be seen in Poland, where 
the right-wing populist government party PiS (Law and Justice) has used social 
media to introduce anti-immigrant discourses to the public domain and recon-
textualized, disseminated, and perpetuated them through an increased mediatiza-
tion of politics (Krzyżanowski 2018), and in France, where right-wing populist, 
Marine LePen, has employed social media like Twitter to portray the image of 
herself as a charismatic leader who understands the needs of the people (Gimenez 
and Schwarz 2016).

President Trump might represent the most prevalent example when it comes 
to taking advantage of the affordances of Twitter, as he has used the platform as 
a major form of communication and tool to disseminate his ideologies. Since he 
announced to run for President of the United States in 2015, he has continuously 
used Twitter to communicate his political agenda, and even as President he has 
frequently tweeted from his private Twitter account (@realDonaldTrump), prefer-
ring Twitter over press conferences as a venue of communication (Keith 2016). 
With 26.1 million followers at the time of writing, he has a relatively large audi-
ence on Twitter, and his particular direct and informal communication style has 
proven successful, as the election results suggest. His image as a candidate was 
“largely formed by his widely circulated tweets, which were often quoted and de-
bated in the mainstream media” (Enli 2017, 56). As President, he continues to 
be able to spread his right-wing populist ideology because the media often treat 
his tweets as news (Ott 2017) and thus allow him to benefit from an unmediated 
dissemination of his messages to reach a wider audience (Gladstone 2017; Lakoff 
2016). Thus, the purpose of this paper is to explore how President Trump employs 
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Twitter as a strategic instrument of power politics to disseminate his right-wing 
populist discourse.

2. Theoretical framework

Populism can be defined as an ideology that focuses on the dichotomy between 
the people, imagined as a homogeneous community, and the corrupt elite that 
deprives the people of their sovereign rights. According to Mudde (2004, 543), it 
is “an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homo-
geneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and 
which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general 
will) of the people”. Populists claim to represent the people and, by exploiting the 
notion of a democratic deficit, to bring back their sovereignty. The core element of 
populist discourse is therefore “the people” and the oppression of the people by the 
establishment. Both the people and the elite can refer to different constructs, de-
pending on how they are conceptualized. The people, for example can refer to the 
nation, the electorate, or a group that represents the cultural identity that needs to 
be protected. The elite can refer to political, economic, cultural, or legal leaders, or 
the media. Populism also employs the construction of an opponent or an “Other” 
that threatens the imagined people. Mudde (2004, 544) points out that the “oppo-
nents are not just people with different priorities and values, they are evil”.

Another concept that is instrumentalized by populists is the notion of the 
“heartland” (Taggart 2000), which refers to ideas about the homeland of the people 
and is connected to their national identity and culture of the people. This national 
identity and culture is based on the construction of an “imagined community” 
(Anderson 1983; Wodak 2008) that is depicted “as an essentially bounded entity 
whose integrity is threatened by the presence of residents supposedly belonging 
to a different ‘culture’ and not being willing to learn and adopt ‘our’ conventions 
and norms, or assimilate” (Wodak 2008, 66). Gimenez and Schwarz (2016) argue 
that “right-wing populist parties often define national identity by a process of ne-
gation, that is, by defining what creates a threat (immigration) or what has to be 
condemned (a corrupt elite). Consequently, identity is determined by what is not 
a feature of an affirmed identity or ‘the good people’” (Ibid., 237).

Right-wing populists not only highlight the imminent dangers and construct 
fear but also propose culprits, that is, either the elite or the otherwise constructed 
“Other”, and provide simple solutions for the countries’ real or constructed prob-
lems, for example, the construction of a wall to keep out the “Others” that are 
portrayed as responsible for the problems. Right-wing populist discourse is thus 
characterized by a rhetoric of exclusion (Wodak 2015). Furthermore, right-wing 
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populists use “discursive and rhetorical strategies (…) in their attempt to dominate 
the political agenda and media reporting, and thus to determine the hegemonic 
discourse” (Wodak 2015, 11). Casero-Ripollés, Feenstra, and Tormey (2016) point 
out that right-wing populists prefer simple and direct communication with the 
people in order to deliver an unmediated message. By engaging in direct com-
munication with their followers, the populist actors circumvent the media as gate-
keepers. They can thus present their message without mediation.

Another feature of populism is the focus on a charismatic leader who defends 
the common people as an outsider to the establishment. This may also be connect-
ed to celebrity culture: the leader is not only the defender of the common people, 
but also the rich and famous idol that is already known and liked by the people 
and who does not depend on the patronage of the establishment (Wodak 2015).

Social media like Twitter play a significant role for populists because they can 
serve as a tool to directly interact with the people. As Engesser et al. (2016, 2) point 
out, “while the mass media adhere to professional norms and news values, social 
media serve as direct linkage to the people and allow the populists to circumvent 
the journalistic gatekeepers”. This allows them to appear closer to the people as 
they speak to the people directly without mediation. The use of more personal and 
informal language also contributes to appearing closer to the people. Moreover, 
the quantitative analysis conducted by Theocharis et al. (2016, 1023) shows that 
the use of Twitter to broadcast information bypassing traditional media outlets 
“could actually improve candidates’ electoral performance”, particularly if the 
tweets are controversial because they become a spectacle for the audience and 
may lead to higher virality.

Furthermore, scholars point out that right-wing populists quickly learned 
to leverage the communicative and technological affordances of digital and so-
cial media and used them to reach larger audiences, mobilize followers, and gain 
power (Casero-Ripollés, Feenstra, and Tormey 2016; Nilsson and Carlsson 2014; 
Bartlett 2014). Consequently Bartlett (2014, 106) states that:

social media is in many ways the ideal medium for populist parties. It is distrib-
uted, non-hierarchical and democratic. It is an alternative to the mainstream me-
dia, which many supporters of populist parties strongly distrust. It is therefore not 
controlled by the elites: the content is generated by us – the honest, hard-working, 
ordinary citizens – exactly those people who the populists are defending. Indeed, 
populist parties are far less likely to trust mainstream media sources than the 
typical citizen.
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3. The United States, Trump, and Twitter

The political system of the United States is a presidential system, that is, the 
President is both head of state and head of government. The President is elected by 
the citizens of the U.S., albeit indirectly through an Electoral College, while sena-
tors and House representatives are elected directly by the people. The political cul-
ture of the U.S. is influenced by a two-party-system and can hence be considered 
as more polarized than most European systems. The last presidential election was 
particularly polarizing with long-time politician, Hillary Clinton, and political 
outsider and reality show celebrity, Donald Trump, competing against each other.

Trump has employed right-wing populist discourses as an instrument of 
power politics since the beginning of his candidacy. By using an informal and 
conversational language style in his tweets, he has been successful in reaching 
large audiences and appearing closer to the people. During the speech in which 
he announced that he would run for President, he not only presented the prob-
lems the U.S. are facing according to him and the culprits that are responsible for 
the problems, but he also offered simple solutions for how he would fix the prob-
lems, the most prominent example being building a wall to protect the U.S. from 
immigrants from Mexico. His inciting rhetoric continued throughout his cam-
paign, and he used primarily Twitter as a tool to communicate with the people. 
Furthermore, Trump continuously drew attention to himself with controversial 
statements about immigrants, women, and the disabled, just to name a few. As 
President, he has continued to tweet in his particular communication style and has 
employed Twitter as an instrument of power politics.

4. Data collection and analysis

As Trump tweets several times almost every day, there is a very large number of 
tweets available. I focus only on tweets past his inauguration because I aim to 
explore his tweet politics as President and how he uses Twitter as an instrument 
of power politics. For the purpose of this study, I manually collected all tweets 
between the inauguration on January 20, 2017 and his first address to Congress on 
February 28, 2017 from his personal Twitter account, @realDonaldTrump, as he 
stated that he would continue to use his personal account after the inauguration. 
The data collection resulted in 216 tweets out of which only two were retweets, 
that is, tweets by another account and shared by Trump. For this study, the dis-
course-historical approach (DHA) of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was ap-
plied because “it integrates and triangulates knowledge about historical, intertex-
tual sources and the background of the social and political fields within which 
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discursive events are embedded” (Wodak 2012, 529). The tweets were coded for 
overall themes following Wodak (2015): focus on a homogeneous demos, heart-
land threatened by dangerous outsiders, protecting of the fatherland, endorse-
ment of traditional, conservative values and morals, simplistic explanations and 
solutions, and charismatic leader acting as a savior. I then analyzed the discursive 
strategies that are employed to realize the above-listed themes. These include the 
construction of dichotomies, positive self-presentation and negative other-presen-
tation, shifting of blame, topoi of history and savior, demonization of “Others”, 
calculated ambivalence and provocation, and declarative style (Wodak 2015).

5. Findings

In what follows, I will present the analysis of exemplary tweets that illustrate 
President Trump’s right-wing populist discourse on Twitter. A core element of 
populism is the strong emphasis on the people conceptualized as a homogeneous 
whole. In his tweets, Trump refers to “the people”, “the American people”, or “the 
nation”. Moreover, populists claim to represent the people better than the out-of-
touch elite and to bring back sovereignty. This is illustrated in Example 1, which 
was tweeted on the day of Trump’s inauguration.

 (1) January 20th 2017, will be remembered as the day the people became the 
rulers of this nation again.  (@realDonaldTrump, January 20, 2017)

He states that with him being President, the people have regained their sover-
eignty. This implies that the people were not adequately represented before his 
Presidency. He thus presents himself as the person who has brought more democ-
racy to the people. He uses terms like “the nation” or “the people” representing 
the whole and thus presents the people as a homogeneous entity. Furthermore, 
he announces that under his presidency the American people will be prioritized 
(Example 2). His statement is reinforced through the use of capital letters.

 (2) We will follow two simple rules: BUY AMERICAN & HIRE AMERICAN! 
#InaugurationDay #MAGA  (@realDonaldTrump, January 20, 2017)

The use of future tense implies that these rules did not apply before he became 
President. On the one hand, he claims that the American people were disadvan-
taged, and on the other hand, he promises to change that and create more jobs for 
the American people. Americans are thus preferred and immigrants or foreigners 
are excluded. He refers to the promise that his administration will support the U.S. 
American industry and bring jobs to the U.S. American people to “Make America 
Great Again (#MAGA).
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Populists also “stress a heartland (or homeland, Heimat) which has to be pro-
tected against dangerous outsiders. In this way, threat scenarios are constructed – 
the homeland or ‘We’ are threatened by ‘Them’” (Wodak 2015, 66). In Example 3, 
Trump employs the notion of the homeland (“our country”) and claims that it 
needs to be protected from “evil”.

 (3) We must keep “evil” out of our country!   
 (@realDonaldTrump, February 3, 2017)

He thus constructs the image of the homeland being threatened by an evil, yet un-
specified “other” that needs to be prevented from invading “our country”. The use 
of the first person personal pronoun points to the distinction between “we” / “our” 
and the evil other. Who “we” are is not explicitly stated but it is defined by who 
“we” are not, that is, evil (Gimenez and Schwarz 2016). On the same day, he also 
tweets about the incident that occurred at the Louvre Museum in Paris. During 
that time, the original executive order, which suspended entry of citizens from six 
majority-Muslim countries to the U.S., was still in effect. He thus reinforces the le-
gitimation of his executive order and the need to keep the country safe by keeping 
the dangerous “Other” away from the country.

After a judge lifted the so-called “Muslim ban” at the beginning of February, 
the President invoked in his tweets the fear of an imminent threat to the U.S. by 
claiming that the lift put “our country in such peril” (Example 4).

 (4) Just cannot believe a judge would put our country in such peril. If something 
happens blame him and court system. People pouring in. Bad!   
 (@realDonaldTrump, February 5, 2017)

He does not specify what kind of danger he is referring to; however, since the 
travel ban was intended to keep Muslims out of the U.S., he makes implicit con-
nections to Muslims representing a threat to the U.S. This implicit connection is 
understood by the reader because of the socio-political context of the time: since 
the terror attacks on 9/11, these connotations have been instrumentalized to con-
struct the image of the U.S. being threatened by “Islamic terrorism”. Moreover, he 
utilizes the concept of an invasion of people who threaten the country because he 
describes the situation as “people pouring in”. In order to strengthen his point, he 
adds the negative buzz word “bad” with an exclamation mark.

Trump does not only use implicit references to the constructed threat. In 
Example 5, he specifies “the threat from radical Islamic terrorism”.

 (5) The threat from radical Islamic terrorism is very real, just look at what is 
happening in Europe and the Middle-East. Courts must act fast!   
 (@realDonaldTrump, February 6, 2017)
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By alluding to the terror attacks in Europe (Paris, Brussels, Nice, Berlin) as well as 
the terror activity of the Islamic State in the Middle East, he strengthens the con-
cept that “we” (the American people) are threatened by “them” (the Islamic ter-
rorists). This reference to Europe and the Middle East is used for his claim that the 
terror threat is “very real”. The reader is thus presented with a tangible evidence for 
the threat to the country.

In both Example 4 and Example 5, he also shifts responsibility. In Example 4, 
he warns of the consequences of the lift because it enables the “bad people” to 
enter and harm the U.S. He refers to the judge who lifted the ban as “him” and to 
the entire court system and passes on responsibility to them in case of a terror at-
tack. In Example 5, he also delegates responsibility to the courts, that is, a federal 
appeals court where an appeal to reinstate the ban was filed. Given the imminent 
threat, the urges the court to “act fast”.

Negative other-presentation as described above is often accompanied by 
positive self-presentation. The following two examples illustrate how Trump uses 
negative other-presentation to shift blame to the previous administration and the 
mainstream media, while presenting himself positively. He describes the media 
as fake and dishonest and thus constructs the image of an unreliable, biased, and 
untrustworthy press that intends to harm him and deceive the people because of 
which he asks the reader to not believe the mainstream media.

 (6) Don’t believe the main stream (fake news) media.The White House is 
running VERY WELL. I inherited a MESS and am in the process of fixing it. 
 (@realDonaldTrump, February 18, 2017)

Conversely, when he refers to himself, he focuses on positive attributes. In 
Example 6, he employs the denial of mistakes to portray himself as someone who 
is in charge and taking care of business. He uses capital letters to underscore his 
efficacy while scapegoating the others. In Example  7, he emphasizes his strong 
support among the people and once again portrays himself as close to the people 
as they are “lining the road” for him, as the reader is led to assume, and liked by 
the people since he has “big crowds of enthusiastic supporters”.

 (7) Just leaving Florida. Big crowds of enthusiastic supporters lining the road 
that the FAKE NEWS media refuses to mention. Very dishonest!   
 (@realDonaldTrump, February 12, 2017)

His reference to the large size of supporters helps portray him as a valued repre-
sentative of the people and legitimate his actions as President. As in Example 4, 
he ends his tweet with a buzz word and an exclamation mark to unambiguously 
characterize the negative attributes of the press.



 The “Tweet Politics” of President Trump 615

6. Discussion and conclusion

According to van Kessel and Castelein (2016, 596), Twitter is a convenient tool 
for those challenging the establishment because “the format of tweets … arguably 
offers more opportunities for politicians with a succinct and unambiguous mes-
sage than for mainstream politicians whose positions are marked by more nuance 
and opacity”. The analysis of President Trump’s tweets demonstrates that his lan-
guage is simple and direct and his messages are succinct and polarizing, which is 
a common strategy of right-wing populist discourse. His use of capitalization and 
exclamations further reinforces his messages (Ott 2017). Moreover, he employs 
an “authentic style” which corroborates his constructed position of an outsider 
and legitimate representative of the people distancing himself from the establish-
ment. Even his username (@realDonaldTrump) indexes authenticity and close-
ness to the people because it supports his claim that his tweets come from the 
“real” Donald Trump and are not sent by his staff. This might be a reason why he 
has continued to use his personal Twitter account instead of the official account of 
the President of the U.S. He thus leverages the technological and communicative 
affordances of Twitter.

His particular communication style and his use of a participatory web plat-
form as a major tool of communication further index how he views himself in 
relation to the people: the leader who, on the one hand, returned sovereignty to 
the people and, on the other hand, protects the nation and homeland from the 
dangerous “Other”. The findings show how he utilizes the construction of the 
imagined community of the American people and the American homeland as be-
ing threatened by the dangerous other, for example, immigrants who take away 
jobs from Americans or terrorists who threaten the lives of Americans. He dis-
tinguishes between “us” and “them” by using personal pronouns and the notion 
of the people as a homogeneous whole, and by referring to the other as “bad” and 
“evil”. Furthermore, he uses the strategy of scapegoating to shift the responsibility 
for anything negative associated with himself or his administration to the previous 
administration (“I inherited a MESS”) or the media who just portray it negatively 
(“FAKE NEWS”). At the same time, he employs positive self-presentation to re-
inforce his position as a person who fights the corrupt elites for the sake of the 
American people.

Although the analysis of the tweets only covers his first five weeks as President 
and thus might not encapsulate his Presidency as a whole, it does illustrate his 
right-wing populist discourse and points to his way of doing politics. His particu-
lar communication style on Twitter enables him to offer short snippets of current 
affairs (van Kessel and Castelein 2016) and thus to let the people be part of his 
daily politics, or rather his perspective on his politics. It is important to point out, 



616 Ramona Kreis

however, that despite the use of a participatory web platform which provides op-
portunities for the interaction with the people, Trump seems to adopt a top-down 
style, that is, he uses Twitter for broadcasting his messages rather than interacting 
with his voters. In the data, he employed the @username feature, which allows 
users to address other users directly, only 44 times (out of 216). In most cases he 
addressed a media outlet (e.g., “failing @nytimes”) or the White House. Moreover, 
through his use of social media, he furthers his agenda and contributes to the nor-
malization of a right-wing populist rhetoric.

This kind of communication style and instrument of power politics can also 
be seen in other contexts, for example, in Poland where the right-wing populist 
government has used strategic enactment and has framed immigrants and refu-
gees as a threat to the Polish nation. Krzyżanowski’s (2018) analysis showed how 
PiS used Twitter primarily top-down to spread and recontextualize key points of 
the President’s speeches and thus to take advantage of the increased mediatization 
of politics to disseminate their anti-immigrant discourses.

Previous studies have demonstrated Trump’s right-wing populist rhetoric as 
a presidential candidate (e.g., Ott 2017; Enli 2017). The data of this study suggest 
that he continues to employ such discourses as President and engages in a new 
form of doing politics. In Western societies, right-wing populism is on the rise 
and thus has begun to impact or even transform how politics are done. For this 
reason, it is necessary to analyze the meaning and function of Trump’s discursive 
and rhetoric strategies in order to prevent the normalization of such discourses. 
In fact, Trump’s use of Twitter is not a form of erratic communication but should 
be interpreted as strategic. Therefore, Lakoff (2016) suggests to not treat his tweets 
in an unmediated way by simply repeating them but to reveal the strategies and 
so-called “alternative facts” and deconstruct the meaning and function of his mes-
sages to prevent the normalization of such right-wing populist discourses.

Some may have thought that, as President, he would change his rhetoric and 
be more “presidential”. Even though this paper did not include a comparison of 
his tweets pre- and post-election, the analysis of his tweets as President shows that 
he continues to employ right-wing populist discourses and, given the new “travel 
ban” that was issued on March 6, 2017, we can expect to continue to see such 
rhetoric reflected in his policy and impacting the way politics is done.
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