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Constructing Political Spaces via Twitter 

1 Introduction  

Twitter is a microblogging site that allows users to post messages, called tweets, which 

are restricted to 140 characters or fewer. Twitter creatively uses punctuation in order to either 

retweet posts from other users or mention other users in tweets. There are multiple ways in 

which twitter can be used, either for private or professional purposes. Especially politicians 

make use of the social media tool in order to promote their interests and mobilize supporters. 

The aim of this paper is to give a theoretical framework on twitter, to look at the social 

medium from a linguistic perspective and to demonstrate how it is used in a political 

discourse.  

2 Theoretical Background  

2.1 Microblog 

Twitter was developed in 2006 and is a so called microblogging site. Microblogs are an 

internet based service in which users have a public profile in which they broadcast short 

public messages that can either be directed to a specific user or not. The profile of users is 

called timeline and allows to create a 160 character biography. Users can also decide whose 

messages they would like to receive, however, they are not able to control who can receive 

their messages. As all other social media, microblogs depend on regular posting by users 

(Murthy 2012, 1061). The posts, called tweets, are restricted to 140 characters or fewer and 

are made by using SMS technology. Besides, they can also be posted on ww.twitter.com 

(Ben-Ari 2009, 632). One of the most prominent characteristics of twitter is that it is public. 

Even though users can be blocked, the timeline can still be accessed and seen by those. The 

timeline basically acts as a live feed, and anyone can post tweets directed to whomever they 

want.  

2.2 Social Media vs. Social Network 

Dhiraj Murthy propsed a distinction between social media and social network in the article 

Towards a Sociological Understanding of Social Media: Theorizing Twitter. Murthy argues 

that social networks, including Facebook, are “web services that facilitate users maintaining a 

public or semi-public profile within a bounded system and through which they can articulate a 

list of other users with whom they share a connection” (Murthy 2012, 1061). Suggesting, that 
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users are most likely to know each other offline. In contrast, social media is mainly conceived 

of as medium wherein ordinary people are able to create user-generated news. In this sense, 

the “social” in social media refers to its distinction to traditional media and interaction very 

often takes place with strangers. Tweets, therefore, can be seen as a public version of 

Facebook’s status update (Murthy 2012, 1061).  

4 Twitter in Practical Terms  

4.1 Reasons to tweet 

As social media depends on regular posts by users, twitter obviously does have a lot to 

do with self-presentation and self-production. When users begin to post on a regular basis, 

“the status updating practice becomes a meaningful part of their identities” (Murthy 2012, 

1062). Sociologists argue that even daily, banal posts can be pregnant with meaning and 

actually serve as an important vehicle of self-affirmation. It can also be said that it is the need 

of confirming identities that keep users invested in regularly posting on social media websites 

(Murthy 2012, 1062).  

Besides self-representation, people also tweet in order to form communities of shared 

interests. In professional contexts, twitter can be highly significant to keep oneself informed 

on what colleagues are doing, to network and to find collaborators (Ben-Ari 2009, 632).  

4.2 Impact of Twitter on the Media 

 As Murthy also pointed out in the aforementioned article, there has been a demotic 

turn in contemporary media. Meaning, that ordinary people produce media content, break 

news and voice their opinion publicly. This has resulted in everyday people and traditional 

media industries tweeting side-by-side and that traditional media no longer solely determine 

what events can be considered important or not (Murthy 2012, 1064). This becomes also 

evident in Twitter’s trending topics, as many of them are demotic, which means that they 

came into being through one single tweet of an ordinary person.  

5 Linguistic Perspective  

5.1 Linguistic Features 

Regarding linguistic features, it can firstly be said that there is no expectation of anybody 

responding to a tweet, hence the metaphor of “twittering”. However, there is still a social need 

among users to engage with one another in either private or public feeds. The creative use of 

punctuation enables users to reference others and tag common topics, which is done with the 
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@ character. To retweet other user’s tweets, the character combination RT is used and the 

topic of a tweet is generally marked by a hashtag. The communication via Twitter can be 

described as a public conversation which is multiparty, temporarily fluid as well as highly 

intertextual (Zappavigna 2011, 791).  

5.2 Hashtags  

Hashtags do not only mark the topic of a tweet, they also presuppose a virtual community 

of interested listeners who are actively following this certain keyword or who may use it as a 

search term. Hashtags can also be referred to as a form of inline metadata, which is ‘data 

about data’ and is integrated into the linguistic structure of a tweet. Besides, they can also 

mark functional roles in the linguistic structure (Zappavigna 2011, 791): 

Examples of the hashtags marking units with different grammatical functions in clauses 

� Millions of pathetic #obama supporters woke this morning with nothing to talk about: 

http://twurl.nl/yzxt4t Funny stuff (h/t @User)  

 � classifier  

� my daughter is explaining to me why she finds #obama cool. it sounds something 

like: tatadatadatitadata. Can’t argue.  

 � thing  

� Alright, let’s all sign up. New meme on Election.twitter.com. Time for Obama. 

Volunteer to #helpbushpack  

 � process  

(Zappavigna 2011, 792) 

5.3 Self-praise 

As Daria Dayter puts it “self-praise is a speech act that involves uttering a positive 

statement about oneself, and can thus be seen as a face-enhancing act directed at the speaker” 

(Dayter 2014, 1). According to politeness theories, self-praise is a potentially problematic 

social activity and should , apart from genres such as interviews and job applications where it 

is expected, be avoided (Dayter 2014, 2).  

A distinction can be made between bragging and positive self-presentation. The 

former is “a more aggressive type of positive self-representation and involves an element of 
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competiveness” (Dayter 2012, 4). Posivive self-disclosure, on the other hand, can, amongst 

others, involve high effort attributions or gratitude statements.  

6 Twitter in a Political Discourse  

6.1 Twitter as a Political Tool  

 Twitter has emerged as a quite important tool for political actors, as they can reach out 

to political supporters, direct them to particular pieces of information, request campaign 

contributions as well as mobilize their political action (Jungherr 2015, 69). Furthermore, it 

provides them with an opportunity for online campaigning and the distribution of information. 

As ordinary people do, also political actors can build a community of shared interests and 

values via the platform.  

 However, one of the most significant characteristics of twitter is that tweets can 

actually set the agenda for what topics or tweets are actually being covered in the news and 

thus, reach an even broader audience. Hence, politicians use twitter in order to influence other 

influencers.  

6.2 Trump and Twitter 

 Donald Trump posted his first tweet in May 2009. When he started tweeting, tweets 

directly coming from him where initially marked with ‘from Donald Trump’. However, by 

2011, tweets no longer had that marker and the lines between his businesses and political 

interests began to blur. Regarding the frequency of his tweets, he started out with 275 tweets 

between May 2009 and May 2011. By 2016, he had an average of 375 tweets a month. His 

topics of choice are the media, foreign politics as well as domestic affairs (BBC).  

 As Donald Trump has been rising a lot of attention with his twitter account, a website 

dedicated to his tweets has been compiled. On www.trumptwitterarchive.com his tweets get 

collected and archived. People have easily access to all of his twitter postings, which are 

sorted by topic. The author of the site states that the collection process happens in real time 

and Trump’s account is checked every 1 minute. New tweets are automatically added to the 

site. When looking through the archive, it can be observed that Trump’s tweets consist to a 

large part of dispositional statements, comparison statements as well as low effort statements, 

which are all associated with bragging.  
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7 Conclusion  

To summarize, twitter is a microblog that depends, as all social media, on regularpostings by 

users. It is used in private as well as professional circumstances. Users can create a positive 

image about oneself, which is often closely linked to self-praise. Moreover, communities of 

shared interests and values can be formed. However, it also serves as an important tool for 

politicians, which use twitter in order to influence other influencers.  
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