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1. INTRODUCTION

The rise of social media has created fundamental changes in how people communicate
and how information is accessed. Social media provide individual people an
opportunity to reach a mass audience making it highly effective for political
communication. As online social media platforms continue to grow in their popularity
they have become powerful political tools and communication channels for politicians.
They present a new forum for political campaigning and communication where
messages can be shared without the gatekeeping of traditional media (Gainous and
Wagner 2011: 123). This creates a shift in the very foundation of the political process
(Gainous and Wagner 2014: 1). The political role social media plays can only be seen
to grow in the future. Creating and sustaining an online presence is thus becoming

increasingly important in today’s political landscape.

One of the most popular channels politicians use for online communication is Twitter.
Twitter is a popular microblogging and social networking service with millions of users.
It is particularly popular in the US where it has over 69 million users (Statista 2021).
Characterised by short, concise messages, user-to-user interactivity, collaboration,
self-regulation in producing messages and dialogue, it provides people new
opportunities to engage politically and allows politicians to reach directly out to large
audiences. The approach and use of social media among politicians vary, and some
are embracing the platform more than others (Jungherr 2016: 76). As political
communication continues to be shaped by social media and Twitter's popularity
continues to grow, questions about the ways in which it is being used to communicate
in politics become more accentuated. This also means that scholarly attention given to
social media’s role in politics is increasing, and several studies have been conducted
on politicians’ use of social media, particularly within the US political scene (Jungherr
2016: 72).

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, popularly known as AOC, is a US democratic
representative for New York’s 14th congressional district. Elected at the age of 29 in

2018, AOC became the youngest woman in American history to be elected in



Congress, and simultaneously a permanent figure in the American political scene. She
is known for her substantial social media presence; and this also played a major part
in her election campaign. She has continued to use social media platforms actively
after being elected, mostly relying on Twitter and Instagram to share her political views,
reach out to people and discuss a wide range of topics. While doing so, she has built
a following of 12.7 million on Twitter and 8.8 million on Instagram, as of June 2021,
setting her apart from most of her colleagues in Congress. Her skilled use of social
media has made her a global digital media phenomenon and one of the fastest rising

names in contemporary American politics.

The present study aims to analyse AOC’s use of social media during her re-election
campaign in 2020 and to explore the discursive strategies she uses when
communicating with her online audience. The social media platform under analysis is
Twitter as it is where most of her online communications take place. Tweets posted in
June 2020, the month of the democratic primary election which took place on June
23rd were analysed using qualitative discourse analysis. This study examines her
political discourse strategies on social media and explores the ways in which she
employs these strategies. Thus, the present study examines political communication
and strategy related to online presence as well as the role of social media as a vital

and powerful tool in political campaigning in contemporary American politics.



2. BACKGROUND

2.1. Power of social media in the US politics

The current era of social networking has changed the ways in which politicians
communicate and how people engage politically. While traditional mass media still
plays a vital role in politics (Gainous and Wagner 2011: 88), the political landscape
adapts to societal and technological shifts and the role of social media is growing
rapidly (Jungherr 2016: 72). Social media create a shift in who controls and uses
information and how information is shared (Gainous and Wagner 2014: 1). They have
the ability to broadcast news in real-time, which has transformed the way we access
information. Information moves faster and people are able to comment on issues as
they are happening. Everyone with an Internet connection now has the opportunity to

participate in political discourse and get their voice heard.

Social media also present new opportunities for interactive two-way communication
and engagement between politicians and their constituents (Gainous and Wagner
2014:5). Constituents are able to message their representatives directly which has the
potential to bridge the gap between politicians and citizens. They also allow politicians
to engage with their audiences on a more personal, even quasi-intimate level. In
addition to sharing their policy views, candidates can humanise themselves through
their social media accounts by sharing aspects of their personal lives, which can make
voters feel more connected to them. Nowadays, virtually every member of the
Congress has some kind of social media presence (Gainous and Wagner 2011: 107)
and having an online presence has become crucial in order to sustain relevance in
today’s political landscape. Creating an image and establishing a political identity is

essential for politicians in order to stay relevant and now a lot of it happens online.

Social media are cost-effective, which can be especially beneficial for young people
and newcomers campaigning who may lack the financial resources and connections
of their older competitors. Social media could thus potentially level the playing field
where money and connections have historically played a major role in who gets elected

(Gainous and Wagner 2014: 7). It also allows candidates to address the public directly,



bypassing traditional media gatekeepers, and gain control of the messages they send
out (Gainous and Wagner 2014: 11). This can be especially beneficial to marginalized
groups, since it eliminates the bias from the media and allows candidates to choose
which issues they wish to address allowing them to control the content they choose to
publish. Social media can thus be seen to democratise power by helping to remove

barriers that favour some groups and individuals (Gainous and Wagner 2014: 7).

While women’s presence in politics has steadily increased over the past decade, men
continue to dominate decision-making settings, and the world of politics is far from
reaching gender parity. Women’s underrepresentation in political settings has been a
widely researched topic, and the gender gap has often been attributed to structural
barriers such as gender stereotypes, sexism and biased or sexist representations in
the media (Evans and Clark 2016: 328). Previous research on the representation of
female candidates in the media have found that women receive less media coverage
than male candidates, and when they are represented, their representation tends to
be stereotypical and it is more likely to emphasise appearance or personality over
credentials, experience or leadership skills (Evans and Clark 2016: 327). Social media
present an opportunity to circumvent these barriers women candidates traditionally
face and to allow them to shape and dictate their own content (Fountaine 2017: 221,
Gainous and Wagner 2014: 11).

Furthermore, the intersection of race and gender plays a major role in American
politics. This is because this domain has historically been controlled by white men,
whereas women of colour continue to be underrepresented. The congressional
elections in 2018 were the most diverse elections in US history and the 116th Congress
saw a nhew record of more than 100 women sworn into the House of Representatives,
many of whom were also making history in terms of their race and sexuality (Dittmar
2019: 3). The 116th Congress had the largest black caucus and the largest Hispanic
caucus that the Congress has ever had. The first Native American women and Muslim
women in US history were elected and four states elected their first women of colour
representatives to Congress (Dittmar 2019: 9). Overall, this meant that the
demographic composition of the 116th congress became the youngest, most female
and most racially diverse in history. In addition, Nancy Pelosi was voted as speaker by
the House Democrats, making her the only woman to ever have held the position.



Although several records were broken during the 2018 election, the US is still far from
reaching gender parity in electoral politics. A record number of women ran for office,
but out of all the candidates, women remained less than 25% (Dittmar 2019: 3). The
historic firsts women of colour made in the 2018 election also reveal the persistence of
underrepresentation that is still very much a reality and demonstrates that in order to
achieve gender parity in political leadership there is still more work that needs to be
done (Dittmar 2019: 3).

2.2. Twitter use in election campaigns in the US

During the last decade, the use of social media in election campaigns has grown
steadily, and Twitter has become a popular platform for political communication
activities (Jungherr 2016: 72). Simultaneously, the scholarly attention given to the use
of Twitter as a tool for political communication has increased, and Twitter’s role in
election campaigns has been widely studied by researchers from different fields who

have approached the topic from different angles (Jungherr 2016: 72).

Social media have the ability to reach large audiences in a powerful low-cost way,
making them effective campaigning tools. Many politicians are now taking their election
campaigns online and using various social media platforms as a part of their campaign
strategy. The social media platform increasingly at the forefront is Twitter which has
become an important channel for political communication activities due to its versatility
and reach (Gainous and Wagner 2014: 77). On Twitter, users are able to share and
receive information quickly and effortlessly as messages are usually short and concise.
It presents a new alternative environment where politicians and citizens can engage
with each other in a multidimensional way (Gainous and Wagner 2014: 3). From
Barack Obama’s presidential election campaign in 2008, which was one of the first
campaigns to fully utilise social media, to Donald Trump’s controversial tweets that
eventually got him his Twitter account permanently suspended in 2021, social media

are reshaping political communication.

Studies conducted on the use of Twitter in election campaigning have found that

candidates and members of opposing parties are more likely to use Twitter as a



political communication tool than members of governing parties (Jungherr 2016: 74).
In addition, young politicians with urban constituencies are more likely to use Twitter
compared to older politicians or those with rural constituencies (Jungherr 2016: 74).
The impact of gender on the use of social media platforms and the connection between
Twitter use and electoral wins have also been studied but no clear patterns have

emerged (Jungherr 2016: 74).

According to previous studies (Evans et al. 2014, Golbeck et al. 2010), parties and
candidates use Twitter mostly to share information on campaign activities and links to
their websites whereas mentions or discussion of policy appear less frequently
(Jungherr 2016: 76). Golbeck et al. (2010) found that most US Congress members use
Twitter to communicate similar information as their offices by posting links to news
articles, blog posts or upcoming activities which Golbeck et al. (2010) described as
“‘mini press releases”. Congress members were also found to post tweets about their
everyday life and activities such as meetings, dinners and workouts (Evans et al. 2014,
Golbeck et al. 2010). Twitter use is, according to Jungherr (2016: 77), “a symbol of

being in step with the times and being approachable” for candidates and parties.

Candidates tend to favour a “broadcasting” style on social media, and interactions with
other users are a second priority (Jungherr 2016: 76). The interactions that do happen
are mostly with other politicians, primarily between candidates in the same party, or
journalists. Thus, there is not much evidence of Twitter enabling dialogue between the
average candidate and citizens. Many studies, however, emphasise that Twitter use
varies between candidates and some candidates do embrace the interactive
possibilities that Twitter provides more than others (Jungherr 2016: 76). Jungherr
(2016: 77) also notes that Twitter use among candidates is often associated with
attempts to increase transparency, which is needed in order to obtain accountability.
However, Golbeck et al. (2010) discovered that Congress members are primarily using

Twitter for outreach, instead of transparency.

As social media continues to grow its popularity, understanding what kind of effects
these new networks have on political information and communication is becoming

increasingly relevant. It presents a new alternative environment that has the power to
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profoundly change the conduct, performance, and coverage of today’s politics

(Gainous and Wagner 2014: 3).

2.3. Political discourse strategies on social media

In their discourse politicians make various linguistic choices when conveying their
messages to the public, other politicians and the media. Van Dijk (1997: 12) defines
political discourse as a set of discursive practices identified by its actors, including the
recipients. While communicating their messages and ideologies to the public, in an
attempt to appeal to voters and create positive electoral outcomes, politicians use
various discursive strategies. Among these positive politeness strategies and
performing solidarity in language are some of the important ways to establish sociability
and cooperation with others (Kampf 2016: 48). Therefore, they also play an important
role in political discourse (Kampf 2016: 48). Kampf (2016: 58) identifies seven speech
acts that can be used to express solidarity: congratulating, welcoming, thanking,
supporting, praising and blessing. These speech acts are ritualised gestures in political
discourse and serve as tools for building and maintaining relationships and trust in

political systems as well as acquiring power (Kampf 2016: 48).

Strategies of solidarity can be linguistically produced, for example, through the use of
pronouns. Pronominial choices are not just grammatical, but they also convey
meanings and can be used strategically in political discourse (De Fina 1995: 380).
Pronouns can, for example, be used to direct attention away from oneself or to signal
responsibility and personal commitment and involvement (De Fina 1995: 384). They
can also be used to signal various group memberships. ‘We’ and ‘us’ place the speaker
into the same group as their intended audience whereas ‘they’ and ‘them’ can be used
to distance oneself from an opposing group with opposing views (Van Dijk 1997: 34;
Wilson 2015: 779). Making a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ also allows the
speaker to realise a strategy of positive self-representation and negative other
representation. The speaker can portray themselves and the group they are a part of

in a positive light and the opposing group in a negative light.
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Social media are inherently personally oriented networks allowing politicians to share
more individualised messages. Political personalisation is a frequently used
communication strategy online (Metz et al. 2019: 1482) as politicians are able create
and choose content themselves, allowing them to create a more personalised
environment. Politicians are able to position themselves as ordinary people with
individual qualities and share more personal and emotional narratives (Bene 2017,
cited in Metz et al. 2019: 1482; Graham et al. 2018). Social media are being used to
not only share political ideologies, but also to connect and create relationships
(Graham et al. 2018). Scholars have discovered an increase in individualised
campaign patterns, and more attention has been given to the extent to which politicians
use self-personalisation online and what kind of consequences it has (McGregor 2018,

cited in Metz et al. 2019: 1481).

Politicians’ public status relies on how they are perceived, and their image portrayed
online has an inevitable effect on it. Social media are spaces where politicians are able
to have control over the messages they send out and thus more direct influence over
their own public image. For example, Metz et al. (2019) conducted a content analysis
on the personalisation of politicians’ Facebook posts and discovered that emotional
and private communication style is beneficial for impression management and invites
positive audience engagement. Previous studies have also shown that emotional,
humorous and enthusiastic content can trigger audience engagement (Metz et al.
2019: 1485).

Some studies have focused specifically on women politicians’ communication
strategies on social media. Evans and Clark (2016) studied female candidates’
communication strategies on social media during their campaigns. They analysed their
Twitter activity in the 2012 U.S. House elections and looked for differences in the tone
and content of male and female candidates. They found that gender has a direct and
contextual effect on the way candidates communicate. Women were found to discuss
policy and women’s issues more frequently than men and they were also more likely
to send attack-style messages and confront their political opponents during their
campaigns (Evans and Clark 2016: 327). Fountaine (2017), on the other hand,

explored the ways in which young women politicians use Twitter to frame themselves
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during their election campaigns in New Zealand’s 2014 general election. The study
identified likability as a dominant frame in their messaging. This was characterized by
humour, flattery, acknowledgment of others, references to family and friends (and
animals), expressions of empathy and sympathy, and low levels of negativity and
conflict (Fountaine 2017: 226). It was discovered that by balancing personal and
political content, women politicians were able to create an overall impression of
relatable personality and approachability. This was identified as the root for the meta-
frame of likability (Fountaine 2017: 226).

2.4. Previous research on AOC’s Twitter use

Although being a relatively new name in the field of politics, studies have already been
conducted on AOC’s political discourse on Twitter. Sandbakk (2020) performed a
discourse analytic study that aimed to discover how AOC realised the strategies of
solidarity and indirectness on Twitter during her campaign in 2018. The study found
that AOC used personal pronouns strategically to signal solidarity and to position
herself in different groups. AOC also used pronouns to create an ‘us’ vs ‘them’ division
between herself and her opponent Joe Crowley as well as between herself and other
democrats. In addition, she expressed solidarity by tweeting endorsements from
organisations, other candidates and citizens. Indirectness, on the other hand, was
realised by frequently criticising her opponent Joe Crowley using indirect speech acts.
AOC also promoted her own campaign indirectly by sharing endorsements from

citizens and asked for donations and volunteers indirectly.

Another study that aimed to discover which linguistic strategies AOC used during her
campaign in 2018 was conducted by Jaruseviciute (2019, cited in Sandbakk 2020).
The analysis focused on how AOC uses Twitter to connect with her audience and how
she constructs her identity during her election campaign. Combining corpus linguistics
and critical discourse analysis, the study found that AOC emphasised certain aspects
of her personality, such as her Puerto Rican roots, being a Bronx native and being a
woman to create common ground with her Twitter audience. It was discovered that
AOC often talked on a collective level and that she used inclusive plural pronouns to

connect with her audience and create a sense of solidarity.
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Jacuinde (2019) had similar findings in her study which focused on the strategies AOC
used to frame her messages and appeal to her audience on Twitter and Instagram
three months pre-election and three months post-election. Using pre-determined
frames, she performed a framing analysis that found that during her election campaign
AOC sought to create a relatable image by sharing her own experiences as a working-
class Latina from the Bronx. After being elected her focus was placed on responding
to critics and redirecting messages. It was also discovered that AOC used her social
media platforms to make political systems more transparent and understandable to the

average American voter.

Lewinstein (2019) approached the data from a slightly different angle and focused on
AOC’s use of Twitter as an agenda setting tool. The analysis sought to discover which
issues AOC tweets about more often: district or national. The analysis utilised both
gualitative and quantitative elements and Tweets were categorised into district-
oriented tweets, tweets on national issues, and tweets that did not fall into either of the
categories. The analysis revealed that pre-election, AOC tweeted more about district
issues whereas post-election national issues were more dominant. Lewinstein (2019)
also had similar findings as Sandbakk (2020), Jaruseviciute (2019) and Jacuinde
(2019) and found that AOC frequently referenced her Puerto Rican roots and

expressed solidarity towards other women of colour.

While all of these studies focused on AOC'’s political discourse on Twitter, they all
approached the data from different angles. A common finding among these studies
was that AOC used Twitter to connect and create common ground with her audience
and that she frequently emphasised certain aspects of her personality in order to
appear relatable. The studies also discovered that AOC’s use of Twitter differs from
other politicians. AOC’s approach to Twitter is interactive, multimodal and her tweets
frequently include content from other users. All of these studies focused on her 2018
campaign communications and had partly overlapping data sets, whereas the present
study aims to provide an in depth analysis of AOC’s 2020 re-election campaign. This
not only provides a new angle to the topic but also allows comparisons between her

2018 campaign and 2020 campaign communications.
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3. SET-UP OF THE STUDY
3.1. Aims and research questions

The present study aims to analyse AOC’s use of social media during her first re-
election campaign in 2020. It explores the discursive strategies she uses when sharing
messages online and the ways in which she realises these strategies. The social media
platform under analysis is Twitter since it is where most of AOC’s online
communications take place and also where she has the largest audience. Twitter is
rapidly growing its popularity as an important political communication tool and AOC is
actively using the opportunities Twitter provides for various campaign activities and

political identity construction.
The research questions are the following:

1. What kind of discursive strategies does AOC employ most frequently on Twitter

during her re-election campaign in 20207
2. How does she realise these strategies?

The study focuses on two discursive strategies that were identified as the most
prominent in the data set: solidarity and personalisation. It takes a closer look at these
two strategies and examines them in depth while determining what kind of discursive
means AOC uses in order to realise them. The study aims to provide insight into what
kind of linguistic choices AOC makes when conveying messages and appealing to her
audience in the most effective way as possible. In this way, conclusions can be drawn
about how AOC communicates with her online audience on social media during her
campaign and what makes her communications as successful as they are. The
following sections discuss data selection and collection as well as method of analysis

in more detail.
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3.2. Data selection and collection

AOC became a permanent figure in the American political scene in 2018 when she
made history as the youngest woman elected to Congress in US history. She is a
representative for New York’s 14" (NY-14) congressional district and, along with
Rashida Tlaib from Detroit, Ilhan Omar from Minnesota and Ayanna Pressley from
Boston, she is known for representing a new emerging group of young, progressive

members of Congress.

In addition to her progressive ideology, AOC is known for her substantial social media
presence. With over 12M followers on Twitter she is surpassing most of her colleagues
in Congress, making her social media presence one of the most powerful ones in
modern day US politics. While most of her communications take place on Twitter, she
is embracing other social media platforms as well. She is active on Instagram, where
she is known to go live to discuss policy while cooking dinner or hosting Q&As on
various topics in her Instagram stories. During her 2020 campaign, she also used
Twitch, a popular live streaming service, to stream her playing the multiplayer game
“‘Among Us” while urging viewers to vote. This did not only allow AOC to connect with
young people on ‘their own turf and on their own terms, but it also allowed her to land
her message, to get out the vote, in a candid yet effective way. Her stream peaked at
436 000 viewers, making her one of the platform’s biggest broadcasters

(TwitchTracker 2021).

AOC’s fluent and innovative approach to using social media as a political
communication tool has made her a global digital media phenomenon. Her social
media presence is prominent and powerful and she has managed to build a large
following using the tools social media offers for political engagement in a relatively
short period of time. In addition, AOC represents several minority groups in the world
of politics: she is a young woman of colour with a working class background. All of this
makes her tweets interesting and relevant data for studying political communication

strategies in modern day US politics.



16

The social media platform under analysis is Twitter as it is where most of her online
communications take place and also where she has the largest audience. The selected
data set consists of tweets posted in June 2020, the month of the democratic primary
election of NY-14 congressional district which took place on June 23 NY-14 is a
district with a clear democratic majority, which makes the primary election more
significant than the general election. Because of this, the present study focused on the
campaign for the democratic primary election. By limiting the analysis to the month of
June, it was possible to ensure that the size of the data set was manageable,

considering the limitations of the present study.

Since the focus of the study is AOC’s communication and the messages she sends
out herself, retweets from other accounts will not be included in the study. However,
guote tweets by AOC are included, since it is a feature AOC frequently uses to
participate in ongoing conversation, comment on current issues and engage in
dialogue with other users. In these cases the original tweet AOC comments on is not
under analysis, however, it is taken into account and may be commented on in cases
where it provides context for AOC’'s comment. Due to the limitations of the study,
photos and videos will not be subject to analysis. The emphasis in the analysis is thus
placed on written communication. However, photos and videos may be commented on

if they provide context for AOC’s tweet.

The data for the study were collected by performing an advanced search on Twitter.
This feature allows one to tailor search results to specific time periods and accounts.
The advanced search was used to search tweets from the user @aoc during the time
period June 1st and June 30th 2020. The search resulted in 111 tweets and these
formed the data set of the present study. While conducting the analysis, some
problems were encountered. There were instances where the tweet AOC had
responded to or quoted was no longer available. The user to whom AOC had
responded had either deleted the tweet or the tweet was removed by Twitter. In these

cases, the full context of the tweet was left for interpretation.
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The data used in the present study are publicly available and were collected on AOC’s
public Twitter account. Twitter can be considered as an open public space since
content shared on Twitter is publicly accessible to everyone. In addition to her account
being public, AOC is a public figure and the content shared on her Twitter account is
intended to reach as wide an audience as possible. Therefore, there is no risk of harm

and the data can be used for research purposes.

3.3. Methods of analysis

The data of the present study were analysed using qualitative discourse analysis.
Discourse analysis (DA) is not a single method, but a broad field of study and it
encompasses a number of different approaches. It is interested in how language
functions and how meaning is created in different contexts. It is a qualitative method
that aims to produce a detailed in-depth analysis of the data at hand and seeks to
discover the underlying patterns and structures of meaning-making in either written or
spoken discourse (Olbertz-Siitonen 2019: 7). The scope of analysis, typical data in
focus or the approach taken in analysis often vary, but what different studies have in
common is their concern with the way language produces and constrains meaning

(Olbertz-Siitonen 2019: 5-6).

When analysing political discourse, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a commonly
used approach of DA. It views language as social practise and investigates the
construction and reproduction of power through discourse. It often takes a political
stance and aims to examine critically social inequalities manifested in language (Van
Dijk 1997: 11). While CDA is a common approach used in research on political
discourse, the present study approaches the data from a linguistic point of view and
aims to offer an in depth descriptive analysis of the discursive strategies AOC uses
and the means she uses to do so. The focus is placed on discovering and identifying
recurring discourse strategies and linguistic patterns in the data set, instead of
exposing underlying power imbalances or social inequalities, which is what CDA is
often used for. Therefore, the present study does not make use of CDA, instead the

analysis is solely descriptive.
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Previous studies conducted on AOC’s discursive practises used various methods of
analysis. Jaruseviciute (2019) used a combined approach of discourse analysis and
corpus linguistics which allowed a larger data set and, thus, more generalised
implications based on the findings. Lewinstein (2019) and Sandbakk (2020), on the
other hand, chose a qualitative discourse analytic approach which allowed a more in
depth analysis. Both studies also included some quantitative aspects. A qualitative
discourse analytic approach was also chosen for the present study since the aim is to

provide a detailed in depth analysis of the selected data set.

The analysis process of the present study was qualitative, inductive and data-driven.
The analysis process started with a familiarisation with the data. The data set
consisting of 111 tweets was studied systematically while searching for frequently
appearing strategies. This stage of the analysis identified several recurring discursive
strategies out of which the most prominent ones were solidarity and personalisation.
These were chosen to be the target of the present study. Once these strategies were
identified, the data were studied and analysed more thoroughly, this time placing the
focus on these two strategies. The aim of this stage was to find out how AOC realises
these strategies and which discursive and linguistic means she uses to do so. The
present study thus aims to offer an in depth linguistic analysis of the discursive

strategies AOC employs when communicating with her Twitter audience.
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4. ANALYSIS

The analysis focused on the strategies of solidarity and personalisation which were
identified as the most prominent strategies in the data set. Both strategies were
analysed systematically while determining which discursive means were used to
realise them. The results are described in the following sections. The first section
presents the analysis of tweets where the strategy of solidarity is realised and the

second section focuses on the strategy of personalisation.

4.1. Solidarity

Performing solidarity in language allows politicians to establish sociability and
cooperation with others (Kampf 2016: 48). It signals involvement and concern and it is
needed for maintaining and affirming good relationships (Kampf 2016: 49). Strategies
of solidarity can be linguistically produced through various discursive means. The
following sections focus on the solidarity strategies AOC employed in her Twitter
campaign. Section 4.1.1. presents the analysis of tweets where AOC expresses
solidarity through the use of inclusive pronouns and section 4.1.2. focuses on the

speech acts of thanking and endorsing.

4.1.1 Use of inclusive pronouns

The analysis revealed that AOC frequently uses inclusive pronouns as a linguistic tool
to create a sense of solidarity with various groups of people and to realise a strategy
of collective alignment. By using the personal pronouns ‘we’ and ‘us’ she is able to
portray herself as a member of the intended audience and she frequently uses these
pronouns to align herself with her campaign team, supporters, colleagues or with the

people of New York.
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When | won in 2018, many dismissed our victory as a “fluke.”

9 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 24, 2020

Our win was treated as an aberration, or bc my opponent “didn’t try.”
So from the start, tonight’s race was important to me.

Tonight we are proving that the people’s movement in NY isn’t an
accident. It's a mandate.

Q 75K 1 341K Q 332K &

Figure 1

#TeamAOC volunteers made over 56,000 calls to NY14 TODAY. As in

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez £ @AOC - Jun 24, 2020
ONE DAY.

That's shattered all our previous one-day records.

For everyone who has put in time to support, volunteer, or contribute - |
cannot thank you enough.

Q 853 11 26K Q 427K 2

Figure 2

As can be seen in Figure 1, when referring to her campaign AOC mixes plural and
singular pronouns. She refers to her win in 2018 as “our victory” and “our win” but uses
first person pronouns when saying “| won”, refers to her opponent as “my opponent”
and says that the race is “important to me”. By using plural personal pronouns when
referring to her campaign she aligns herself with her campaign team and supporters
and signals solidarity towards them. Plural pronouns allow her to invoke a sense of
collectivity and fellowship among her supporters, share responsibility and emphasise
that she is part of a team and that she does not act alone. It creates a sense of group
solidarity and highlights that she is a member of a collective united by shared interests
and goals. In Figure 2 she uses the hashtag #TeamAOC to further emphasise that
while also thanking her supporters and the volunteers of her campaign team. She
expresses personal gratitude and appreciation by saying “l cannot thank you enough”
recognising the work and effort the volunteers of her team put into the campaign
(Figure 2).
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez € @AOC - Jun 18, 2020
A better world is not only possible, it is within our reach.

From mutual aid in our communities to solidarity in the streets, the
people of New York have already started to reshape our future.

It's time to bring the movement to the voting booth.

VOTE this Tuesday, June 23rd.

1:05 6.9M views but they've set on fire existing ones.

Q 194K 11 36.1K Q 162K o

Figure 3

Another example of AOC’s use of inclusive plural personal pronouns can be seen in
Figure 3 where she shares her campaign video and encourages people to vote. She
tweets that “a better world is not only possible, it is within our reach” and that “the
people of New York have already started to reshape our future” (Figure 3). This allows
her to acknowledge the agency of the people of New York and indicate that her
campaign is part of a larger movement. She refers to this movement as “people’s
movement” run by the people of New York (Figures 1 and 3). She tweets about “mutual
aid in our communities” and “solidarity in the streets” which illustrates a sense of group
solidarity and collectivity among the people of New York (Figure 3). She uses plural
pronouns when talking about “our communities” and “our future” (Figure 3) which
allows her to align herself with the people of New York and show that she is part of the
NY-14 community which she represents. It places her in the same group as her
constituents and creates a sense of group solidarity and collectivity among her
constituents and herself. By emphasising that she is also a member of the NY-14

community she bridges the gap between herself and her constituents. It shows that
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she has personal ties to the district she represents which allows her to show personal
involvement and concern towards the community.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 20, 2020

Donation link here <"

The average donation to my campaign is about 24 bucks. Everyday
people have made my candidacy a possibility since day one.

That's who | work for, now & always - these billionaires are just mad
they've found something they can’t buy.

N

|

AOC doesn't take any corporate PAC money, but our opponents ...
Join the movement — support AOC!
& secure.actblue.com

O 728 1 1K Q 6.4K

>

Figure 4

In Figure 4 AOC shares a donation link to her campaign which she captioned by saying
that people have made her candidacy a possibility and that she has always worked for
the people and will continue to do so. This allows AOC to position herself ‘on the
people’s side’. She illustrates a mutual relationship between her and the people she
represents where both parties support and benefit from each other. Power relations
between politicians and the public are inherently asymmetrical, since elected
politicians are in the possession of power not accessible to the general public.
However, through various discursive choices AOC is able to present the relationship
as symmetrical. By aligning herself with the people of NY-14, positioning herself as a
member of the community she represents, emphasising that she is on the people’s
side and saying that she works for the people, AOC establishes a more symmetrical

power relationship between herself and the people she represents. By presenting the
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relationship as symmetrical AOC bridges the gap between her and the citizens and,

therefore, it was interpreted as a solidarity strategy.

Wall St CEOs & lobbyists are FLOODING my district w/ millions of
dollars right before Tuesday’s election.

@ Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 20, 2020

It's a bit flattering, actually: they wouldn’t target me if | wasn’t

-

effective =

Join us for the home stretch. Vol, call, or donate this weekend:
OcasioCortez.com/organize

Democracy Now! (] @democracynow - Jun 19, 2020

AQC vs. Wall Street: CEOs of Goldman Sachs & Blackstone Back
Ex-GOPer in Dem Primary democracynow.org/2020/6/19/head...

Q 11K 11 4.2K Q 242k T

Figure 5

In addition to plural personal pronouns AOC also uses singular personal pronouns
when talking about her campaign. She refers to her campaign as “my campaign”
(Figure 4) and the district she represents as “my district” (Figure 5). The use of first
person singular personal pronouns signals personal commitment and involvement and
allows her to emphasise her active role in the campaign. She is able to take
responsibility of her own campaign and show that she is personally invested and
committed to the campaign. AOC also uses first person pronouns when expressing her
feelings or emotions. Examples can be seen in Figure 1 where she says that the race
is important to her and Figure 2 where she thanks her campaign team by saying ‘I
cannot thank you enough”. Although the choice of singular personal pronouns when
referring to oneself and expressing one’s emotions is a natural one, they also allow
AOC to construct an image of a politician with a great deal of personal involvement.
They can, therefore, be used strategically to signal AOC’s high level of personal
concern towards the NY-14 community and the ‘people’s movement’ her campaign is

also part of.
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e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez @ @AOC - Jun 24, 2020

Wall Street CEOs, from Goldman Sachs to Blackstone, poured in
millions to defeat our grassroots campaign tonight.

But their money couldn’t buy a movement.

Thank you #NY14, and every person who pitched in for tonight's
victory.

Here's to speaking truth to power.

—a movement

P 1.6Mviews 0:04 /1:58 {x 7

Q 42K 12 20.2K QO 120K

>

Figure 6

Wall Street is pouring *millions of dollars* to unseat me in this
Tuesday's election.

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez @ @AOC - Jun 18, 2020

That's what happens when you put people before profit. But take it
from me: we CANNOT take this seat for granted.

NY14: VOTE TODAY or this Tuesday. Bring friends + fam: Ocasio-
Cortez.com/vote

Wall Street giants including the CEOs of Goldman and Blackstone
are pouring money into the campaign to defeat AOC in a June
primary businessinsider.com/alexandria-oca...

O 14K 1 16K O 412K K

Figure 7

As shown in Figures 5, 6 and 7, AOC also uses inclusive pronouns to create an ‘us vs

them’ dichotomy between her campaign and Wall Street CEOs. She positions herself
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and her campaign as a “people’s campaign”, opposed to rich billionaires (Figure 7). By
referring to her campaign as “our grassroots campaign” (Figure 6) she creates a sense
of collectivity among her supporters and highlights that her campaign is a group-effort
of the people in NY-14, a group in which she herself also belongs to. She encourages
people to “join us for the home stretch” (Figure 5) inviting other people to come together
and join her side. This further contributes to positioning AOC as a member of the NY-
14 community. Billionaires and Wall St CEOs are portrayed as outsiders, as ‘them’ who
are, according to AOC, targeting her and trying to defeat her and her campaign
(Figures 5, 6 and 7). This way AOC is able to create a division between the group she
herself belongs to and the opposing ‘other’ group which she portrays in a distant and

negative light.

The dichotomy between her campaign and Wall Street CEOs is also portrayed as a
dichotomy between people and money. In Figure 6 AOC tweets that “their money
couldn’t buy a movement” referring to Wall Street CEOs and thanks the people who
“pitched in for tonight’s victory” illustrating that her win was made possible by the
people in NY-14. In Figures 6 and 7 she tweets that the billionaires have “poured in
millions” trying to defeat her campaign and unseat her. This allows her to portray the
billionaires as the opposing side, as ‘them’. In Figure 4 she tweets that “these
billionaires are just mad they've found something they can’t buy” referring to her
campaign and her decision to reject corporate PAC money. She also tweets that her
campaign puts “people before profit” and tweets that that is why Wall Street is working
so hard to unseat her (Figure 7). She uses the phrase “speaking truth to power” (Figure
6), an expression for confronting those is power, standing up for what one believes in
and commanding change. This allows her to emphasise that she is not beholden to
corporate interests, and further position herself on the ‘people’s side’. By creating this
division, she creates negative other representation by portraying the billionaires as the
enemy who are trying to unseat her, and positive self-presentation by creating a sense
of solidarity and community among her supporters. It also allows her to further
emphasise that she is on the people’s side and a member of the community she

represents.
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4.1.2. Thanking and endorsing

Thanking and endorsing are both speech acts of solidarity (Kampf 2016: 50). They are
important tools in political discourse since they allow politicians to show gratitude and
support towards others, which is needed in order to establish and maintain good
relationships. AOC frequently uses these speech acts to express her gratitude towards
her supporters and colleagues and to show her support to other candidates. Her
approach to Twitter is interactive and she frequently replies to tweets from other users
or comments on tweets using the quote tweet feature. Out of the 111 tweets that
formed the data for the study, 67 were interactions with other users: 17 direct replies
to other users and 50 quote tweets where AOC engaged in dialogue by commenting

on tweets from other users.

Replying to @AyannaPressley
Thanks sis - love you and always so grateful for your friendship ¢*

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez £ @AOC - Jun 25, 2020
Q© 103 11 164 O 78K T

Figure 8

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez @ @AOC - Jun 24, 2020
Thank you for paving the way, @BLeeForCongress! ..

@Barbara Leeﬂ' @BLeeForCongress - Jun 24, 2020

Congratulations on a hard-fought victory @AOC! You are inspiring
young people ta lead and fight for a future that is theirs.

O s68 17 13K Q) 209K 4

Figure 9

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez &
@AOC

Replying to @DebHaalandNM

You are the living testimony of their hard work,
sacrifice, and faith in a better future.

Every day it's an honor to serve alongside you as you
break through injustice and make history,

@Deb4CongressNM.
4:07 AM - Jun 11, 2020 - Twitter for iPhone
30 Retweets 1 Quote Tweet 296 Likes

Figure 10
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Figures 8, 9 and 10 show examples of AOC responding to tweets from her colleagues
and fellow candidates and expressing gratitude towards them. In Figure 8, AOC
responds to congressional representative Ayanna Pressley and expresses gratitude
for their friendship. She tweets “love you” and uses the word ‘sis” accompanied with a
heart emoji to reinforce the sentiment, implying that their friendship is closer than
merely colleagues. Figure 9 shows her replying to congressional representative
Barbara Lee who congratulates AOC for winning the election. AOC tweets “thank you
for paving the way” which allows her to reciprocate the compliment and show mutual
support, appreciation and admiration towards Lee. Figure 10 shows AOC expressing
solidarity to former congressional representative, current Secretary of Interior Deb
Haaland. AOC tweets that “it's an honor to serve alongside you” which allows AOC to
show that she thinks highly of Haaland and has a lot of respect for her. Establishing
and maintaining good relationships is crucial in politics and AOC uses the interactive
opportunities Twitter provides for engaging with other users to express her gratitude
and show her support to her colleagues and fellow candidates publicly. Expressing
gratitude allows AOC to provide feelings of warmth and solidarity towards others as
well as express mutual support towards other politicians, which is essential for
establishing social links. AOC mainly expresses gratitude towards her democratic
colleagues, other people of colour and women. This allows her to connect with
members of the same party and express solidarity towards colleagues who also

represent minority groups in political settings.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez £ @AOC - Jun 20, 2020
Replying to @jnzgns
So many thanks to you and your family! Postcarding is one of my
favorite modes of indoor field organizing ®

QO 12 9 Q) 215 T

Figure 11
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Replying to @OfficialJLD

9 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez £ @AOC - Jun 19, 2020
Thanks! ¢”

Q) 43 1 36 O 11K

>

Figure 12

In addition to expressing gratitude towards colleagues and fellow candidates, AOC
also thanks her supporters and campaign team. She thanks the volunteers of her
campaign team as well as her district and the people who voted for her (Figures 2 and
6). In addition to general expressions of gratitude targeted at groups of people, she
also directly responds to individual citizens thanking them for their support (Figures 11
and 12). In both examples, AOC again uses heart emaoijis to reinforce the sentiment.
Thanking and expressing gratitude can be used as a strategic device as they allow
AOC to balance power and politeness relations between her and her supporters. By
responding to citizens and engaging in two-way communication with her constituents,
AOC further bridges the gap between herself and citizens contributing to a more
symmetrical relationship. This allows her to appear approachable and show that she
is open to interacting with people. In addition, establishing a dialogue with her audience
may reinforce the impression of a more personal relationship between her and the
voters. This, in turn, may have positive effects on how she is perceived by the public

thus potentially creating positive electoral outcomes.

a Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 22, 2020

Replying to @kendallybrown

Hey! | apologize for the harm and thank you for stepping up to point it out.
Taking it down & always open to engaging further.

Q) 95 11 65 ) o964 N

Figure 13

In addition to replying to people who are expressing their support, AOC also responded
to criticism sent by a user regarding a tweet AOC had sent (Figure 13). The user
expressed that a tweet AOC had previously responded to and expressed agreement
to was ableist and hurtful. AOC apologised for the harm her tweet caused and thanked

the person for “stepping up to point it out” (Figure 13). She continued by saying that
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she will remove the tweet and that she is open to engaging further. Owning up to one’s
mistakes, taking accountability and apologising shows a human side and contributes
to creating an authentic and sincere image. It signals empathy, sensitivity and taking
responsibility for one’s actions. It also signals that AOC values the opinions of her
audience and is open to engaging with her followers, including those who express

criticism towards her, thus serving as a solidarity strategy.

AOC’s interactive approach to Twitter is in contrast with other politicians who tend to
be more likely to release statements than to interact with other users (Golbeck et al.
2010 and Jungherr 2016). AOC, unlike many other politicians, frequently engages in
direct interactions with other users, including citizens. She makes use of the interactive
opportunities Twitter provides for increasing communication with constituents setting

her apart from her colleagues.

.@MondaireJones is a deeply committed fighter for justice.

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez € @AOC - Jun 5, 2020

He's a people’s champ rejecting corporate § who belongs in Congress
representing Rockland & Westchester (where | went to public school!)

Let's rally around Mondaire. I'm proud to endorse him:

200 - <
e <

* AOC ENDORSES »
MONDAIRE JONES

Mondaire's primary is on June 23rd, which means we only have a f...
Can you rush a donation to support his progressive campaign now?
& secure.actblue.com

Q 259 11 962 Q) 57K o

Figure 14
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9 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 9, 2020

Massachusetts: @EdMarkey is the real deal in the Senate.

He makes clear commitments over vague platitudes- a rare quality in a
time when it's politically easier to do the opposite.

You are lucky to have him as a Senator,& | hope you organize to keep
him: edmarkey.com/volunteer/

& Ed Markey & @EdMarkey - Jun 9, 2020

Reform is not enough. We need to restructure our budgets away
from incarceration, militarization, and the funding of state
violence. It's time we spend more on public health than on
punishment. #MASen #SouthcoastDebate

Q 426 1 27K O 15.4K a

Figure 15

In addition to thanking and interacting with colleagues and supporters AOC expresses
solidarity by tweeting out endorsements. Tweeting endorsements allows AOC to
express support to like-minded democratic candidates, which is why it was interpreted
as a solidarity strategy. Supporting other candidates signals cooperation and allows
AOC to express political agreement. Figures 14 and 15 show examples of AOC
endorsing other candidates. In Figure 14 she shows support to Mondaire James and
she tweets “he’s a people’s champ rejecting corporate money”. She continues with a
personal fact about herself and shares that he is from the same district where AOC
went to public school making the endorsement feel more personal. Figure 15 shows
AOC endorsing Ed Markey who in his tweet advocates for restructuring budgets away
from incarceration and militarisation. AOC tweets that he’s “the real deal in the Senate”
and that people are “lucky to have him as a Senator” signaling that AOC agrees with
Markey’s political views. By endorsing other candidates with similar views as herself
she is able to signal solidarity as well as promote her own views in an indirect way.
This allows AOC reinforce the message of her own campaign as well as create social
links, establish new relationships or maintain existing ones with other politicians who

share her political views.

This section has focused on how AOC realised the strategy of solidarity through the

use of inclusive personal pronouns and speech acts of thanking and endorsing. The



31

analysis shows that AOC uses plural personal pronouns to realise a strategy of
collective alignment and to position herself in various groups. In addition, AOC uses
speech acts of thanking and endorsing to express gratitude and support towards
colleagues and supporters. This allows her to establish and maintain relationships with
her colleagues as well as appear approachable to voters and bridge the gap between
her and her constituents. The following section focuses on the strategy of

personalisation.

4.2. Personalisation

Politics in the US has become increasingly personalised and personality-driven.
Emphasis is shifting away from political parties to individual politicians and their
personal attributes, which has resulted in politicians sharing personal aspects of their
lives online (Van Aelst et al. 2017, cited in Graham et al. 2018). Politicians use various
strategies to construct their political identity which their audience can connect with and
personalisation is one of them. The following sections present the analysis of tweets
where AOC realises the strategy of personalisation. Section 4.2.1. presents the
analysis of tweets where personalisation is realised by sharing personal and emotive

content and section 4.2.2. focuses on code-switching.

4.2.1. Personal and emotive content

Social media blurs the line between public and private roles and allows politicians to
shift between them more or less strategically. In addition to promoting her campaign
and talking about politically relevant topics, AOC uses her Twitter account to share
personal stories about her current life as a modern-day politician, her past experiences
as a member of the working class and her personal life. This allows her to present
herself as a multidimensional person with a private and personal side in addition to the

public persona.
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Two years ago today, | went from waitress and organizer to winning
a Congressional primary while outspent 10-1.

@ Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 26, 2020

Every day since I've tried to do right by working families & the
movement that made it happen. Corrupt interests haven’t had a
good night's sleep since ®*

Thank you @

SPECTRUM NEWS NY1

>

Q 6.7K 11 37.6K Q 356.8K

Figure 16

Politics & media is rife w people who got to where they are w/ help from
big money + family connections, & it deeply bothers some to
experience others who have accomplished similar or big things without
those advantages.

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 10, 2020

They know they don’t have the range, so they belittle it.

& andrew kaczynski @ @KFILE - Jun 10, 2020

conspiracy aside here — what is with the constant digs at AOC for
having a working people's job?

twitter.com/laralogan/stat...
Show this thread

>

Q 931 1 43K Q 255K

Figure 17

AOC is known to be open about her background as a member of the working class. In

Figure 16 she references her previous job as a waitress and organiser and says that
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every day since being elected she has “tried to do right by working families”. In Figure
17 she replies to a tweet about “the constant digs” at her for having “a working people’s
job”. She tweets that she got to where she is without financial help or family
connections and says that it bothers some that other people, including her, have
achieved “similar or big things without those advantages” (Figure 17). By referencing
her working-class background and emphasising that she has worked her way up she
is able to remind people that, although she now has a career in politics, she is still a
member of the community she represents and that she has first-hand experience of
what it is like being a member of the working class. She is able to show that her life
prior being elected closely resembles that of many of her constituents. This further
contributes to creating a symmetrical power relationship between her and her
constituents and also allows her to appear more relatable to the voters. Sharing
personal aspects of her background serves as a personalisation strategy since it allows
the audience to get to know her behind her political image. It provides insight into who
she is as a person and how she got to where she is now. Being open about her
background and challenges she has faced also allows her to appear transparent and

humane and portray an image that feels authentic.
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Figure 19
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 9, 2020

Any New Yorker can tell you that this group does not look
representative of the NYPD at all.

Most NYPD patrol officers are Black, Latino, or Asian American - and
the overall force is about 1/5 women.

So what's going on here? ««

@ August Takala @AugustTakala - Jun 9, 2020

WATCH E3 New York police boss Mike O'Meara went off on the
media today:

"Stop treating us like animals and thugs and start treating us with
some respect ... Our legislators abandoned us. The press is
vilifying us. It's disgusting."

Show this thread

114 31.9M views

Q 43K 0 19.3K Q 878K &

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 3, 2020
What? No. This is dangerous.

I'm heading there now.

6 Sophie Ellman-Golan £ @EgSophie - Jun 3, 2020

Protestors are currently trapped on the Manhattan Bridge. NYPD will
not let them off on either end.

We have seen how violent the police are willing to be with protestors,
without provocation. All eyes on this bridge.
pscp.tv/w/caWzwTEzODYb5...

Show this thread

O asK 10 303K ) 2045k g
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez @ @AOC - Jun 10, 2020
In case anyone wonders why we go so hard in Congress:

Bronx landlords used set their own buildings on fire w/ families inside
for insurance payouts. | grew up w my dad telling me stories about
friends he lost.

Social and economic justice isn‘t a game to us. It’s life and death.

@ Desus Nice & @desusnice - Jun 10, 2020

if you want to know why ppl from the bronx are different, this is a
photo of the bronx in the 80s

Show this thread

Figure 20

AOC frequently positions herself as a New Yorker. She comments on current local
issues regarding her district, such as the NYPD (Figure 18) and Black Lives Matter
protests that were taking place in New York in June 2020 (Figure 19). In Figure 18 she
guotes a tweet about the NYPD’s media appearance and tweets that “any New Yorker
can tell you that this group does not look representative of the NYPD at all” and
continues by sharing information about the demographic of the NYPD. In Figure 19
she reacts to news of protestors being trapped on the Manhattan bridge and tweets
that she will be heading there immediately. By commenting on local topics AOC shows
that she is aware of what is happening in her district and that she is invested in local
issues. In addition to talking about current issues related to New York, she also shares
information about her districts history (Figure 20). This again allows her to demonstrate
that she knows the district she represents closely and that she is familiar with its
history. She shares a personal anecdote from her childhood and tweets “social and
economic justice isn't a game to us”, ‘us’ referring to Bronx natives (Figure 20).

Emphasising that she is a local New Yorker and that she grew up there was interpreted
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as a personalisation strategy since it allows AOC to remind people that her ties to NY-
14 are more than just political. It shows that she cares about her district and that being
a New Yorker is a part of her personal identity. In addition to being a personalisation
strategy, it contributes to positioning her as a member of the community she

represents, thus, also serving as a solidarity strategy.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 21, 2020
What a day.

As | walked to my early voting site, | realized it was the Sonia
Sotomayor Community Center.

When she was named 1st Latina to the SCOTUS, a Bronx Boricua, it
made a younger me feel like there was a place for me in the world.

Today | cast my ballot under her name %

Justice Sonia Sotomayor
Community Center

Figure 21

Women of colour continue to be underrepresented in political settings and AOC is
known to be vocal about her personal experiences as a young Latina in the world of
politics. In Figure 21 she talks about Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor, a fellow
Bronx-born Latina, and shares a personal and emotive anecdote about how she relates
to her and how Sotomayor was an important role model to her growing up. AOC tweets
that she “made a younger me feel like there was a place for me in the world” (Figure
21). Referencing her younger self and sharing a personal and emotive story from her
past allows AOC to show her audience a more humane and personal side. In addition,
it allows her to demonstrate how important representation in political settings is and
emphasise that young people of colour need role models in political settings and

leadership positions they can see themselves in.
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e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 14, 2020

Oh look, someone took a photo of what my life is like debating
Republicans in committee each week

&y Rashad Robinson & @rashadrobinson - Jun 14, 2020

smt ) Yo

l\

Q 125K 11 712K Q 573.7K R

Figure 22

Figure 22 shows AOC sharing an illustrated image of a young woman of colour facing
a board of white men in their suits. She quote tweeted the image and added the caption
“Oh look, someone took a photo of what my life is like debating Republicans in
committee each week”. Although the tone of the tweet may not be entirely serious, it
highlights a very real issue of how young women of colour still remain a minority in
political settings. By sharing the tweet AOC is able to demonstrate how there is not
many women like her in Congress and how she feels outnumbered by men. The tweet
allows her to highlight two marginalised aspects of her identity: being a woman and
being a person of colour. By emphasising marginalised aspects of her identity, she
realises the strategy of personalisation as it allows people to get to know her behind
her political identity and image. It provides insight into her personal experiences as a
young woman of colour in political settings and allows her to highlight the challenges
she has faced and continues to face while working in Congress. Furthermore, it allows
other young women of colour relate to her, to see themselves reflected in the face of

leadership.
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez &
@AOC

.@PressSec wouldn’t be the first person to mistake a
women of color for having a lower position or title than
she does, but Kayleigh - in case you haven't picked up
a newspaper in two years, I’'m a Congresswoman.

@ Jake Sherman & @JakeSherman - Jun 8, 2020

>@PressSec from the podium: “Biden adviser Alexandria Ocasio Cortez.”
cc @AOC

9:33 PM - Jun 8, 2020 - Twitter for iPhone
17.6K Retweets 2,472 Quote Tweets 120.8K Likes

~ A S0
( | )

N/ Ly \/ Ly

>

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 8, 2020
Replying to @AOC
The @PressSec comment is steeped in a long, hurtful, & horrendous
history of stripping women of color of titles and diminishing them to
“the help.”

Perhaps she isn’t aware that what she did is mired in racist history. If
that is the case, | look forward to her apology tomorrow.

O 71K 11 5K O 35.2K

Figure 23

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 21, 2020

Ah yes - in fact, I'm so uncharismatic and untalented that the President of
the United States has dedicated time at multiple rallies over two years to
talk about me, a first term member of Congress ﬂ

@ Robert Costa 3 @costareports - Jun 21, 2020

"She's got no sense, no credentials... a little charisma, not much," the
president says, taking aim at Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-N.Y.)
@A0C

QO 181K 11 385K O 335.8K o

Figure 24

AOC also uses Twitter to combat criticism from her opponents and call out
discrimination she has experienced. Examples can be seen in Figures 23 and 24. In
Figure 23 she replies to a tweet quoting the White House press secretary who had
called her “Biden’s adviser”. AOC uses the opportunity to talk about the discrimination
women of colour have faced and continue to face in leadership positions and the world
of politics. She tweets that the comment is “steeped in a long, hurtful & horrendous

history of stripping women of colour of titles and diminishing them to “the help™ (Figure
23). She continues by saying that mistaking a woman of colour for having a lower

position or title than she actually has is “mired in racist history” and that she is expecting
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an apology (Figure 23). Figure 24, on the other hand, shows AOC replying to a tweet
qguoting Donald Trump who had “taken aim” at AOC by saying “she’s got no sense, no
credentials... a little charisma, not much.” AOC’s response is sarcastic and she tweets
that if she was all those things surely the President would not spend so much time
talking about her. By replying to these tweets publicly she is both able to take control
of the narrative and regain the power of the situation but also highlight that while more
women of colour are being elected than ever before, discrimination still exists in

political settings and there is more work to be done to ensure that equality is realised.

To all dads + father figures,
past, present, and future -

9 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 21, 2020

Your love, attention, and care moves mountains and changes the world.
Thank you!

My papa believed in me, coached me, and challenged me. | wouldn’t be
me without having had the gift of his love.

Happy Father’s Day @

f L .4
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Figure 25
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This young woman's testimony about her father’s role in her life,& how
she’s marching for George Floyd’s daughter, moved me.

e Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez & @AOC - Jun 10, 2020

| felt this way about my dad,too. The father-daughter bond is a
formative one for many.

Thank you @RuschellBoone for sharing the humanity of this moment.

@ Ruschell Boone @ @RuschellBoone - Jun 10, 2020
Many have asked me to share this @NY1 #nycprotests #Brooklyn

0:17 302.8K views

Q 230 11 1.2K O 7.8K 2

Figure 26

AOC also uses Twitter to share a more private side to her. She talks about her family
and childhood, especially her father who she says had an important impact on her life
growing up (Figure 25). In Figure 25, she wishes everyone happy Father’'s Day and
shares an old photo of her and her father. The tweet is emotive and personal and AOC
refers to her father as ‘papa’ emphasising her Puerto Rican roots. AOC tweets “your
love, attention, and care moves mountains and changes the world” addressing all
fathers in a heartfelt way. In Figure 26 she responds to a tweet where a young woman
talks about her father's role in her life and says that she relates to her and felt the same
way about her own father. She tweets that the testimony moved her and thanks the
reporter for “sharing the humanity of this moment” (Figure 26). The tweet demonstrates
emotional intelligence and empathy and gives AOC the opportunity to share a personal
aspect of her own life. By sharing personal stories and memories about her father and
expressing her emotions she blurs the line between her personal and political identity
and creates a multi-dimensional image that feels humane. This was interpreted as a
personalisation strategy as it contributes to creating an authentic and sincere image

and allows the audience to see a more personal side to her.



41

4.2.2. Code-switching

Most of AOC’s tweets are in English but there are also instances where she
incorporates Spanish words and phrases into her tweets. Examples of code-switching
can be seen in Figures 27, 28 and 29.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez £ @AOC - Jun 24, 2020
Replying to @BernieSanders
Thanks tio! &

) 593 171 2.3K Q) 788K

[=

Figure 27

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez @ @AOC - Jun 18, 2020
Good morning y échate pa’ lante because HOME IS HERE!

@ AcLU@ @ACLU - Jun 18, 2020

VICTORY: The Supreme Court ruled that DACA recipients can
continue to live and work in the United States without the daily fear
of deportation.

Show this thread

Q an 11 20K O 115.8K

Lw

=

Figure 28

Juan Escalante & @JuanSaaa - Jun 19, 2020
| just heard @AOC say "DACAMENTADO" on @TelemundoNews and |
will forever use that word moving forward

Q 16 11 165 ) 23K &
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez &
@AOC

Replying to @JuanSaaa and @TelemundoNews

En esta casa hablamos legislative Spanglish &

Translate Tweet

1:56 AM - Jun 19, 2020 - Twitter for iPhone

233 Retweets 22 Quote Tweets 4,816 Likes

Figure 29

The examples show that AOC mixes English and Spanish within a sentence. She uses
Spanish words and phrases when commenting on political topics as well as non-
political topics. In figure 27 she replies to Bernie Sanders and tweets “thanks tio” and
in Figure 28 she uses a Spanish phrase “échate pa’ lante” when replying to a tweet
regarding immigration policies. Figure 29 shows her replying to a tweet about her using

the word ‘dacamentado’ on television. AOC replies jokingly “en esta casa hablamos
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legislative Spanglish” which implies that codeswitching between English and Spanish

is a habit of hers, even in political contexts.

By using Spanish words and phrases AOC is able to emphasise her Puerto Rican roots
and signal that it is an important part of her personal and political identity. The use of
Spanish could also be seen to be a reflection of the demographic of NY-14, which is
one of the nation’s most diverse districts and has a large immigrant population.
Roughly half of the district’s population is Hispanic or Latino (United States Census
Bureau 2019) and by using Spanish words in her tweets AOC is able to remind people
of her own Puerto Rican background. Therefore, code-switching was interpreted as a
personalisation strategy. In addition, it allows her to appear relatable to the voters, who
may come from a similar background, and further contributes to positioning AOC as a

member of the NY-14 community.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez &
@AOC

iEsooooo! BE= ¥

« La Taina @Destineyteresa - Jun 3, 2020

In Loiza, Puerto Rico they are protesting for Black Lives Matter with bomba,
the islands traditional music which is rooted in Boricua’s African heritage

Show this thread

0:32 4.2M views |

7:55 PM - Jun 3, 2020 - Twitter for iPhone

11.4K Retweets 347 Quote Tweets 99.5K Likes

Figure 30
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Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez £ @AOC - Jun 2, 2020
This is Bomba, a form of music & dance in PR that centers our isla’s
Afro-Boricua history of strength & resilience despite colonization and
slavery.

Each performance is unique: drummer and dancer improvise in
response to each other. #PuertoRicoSelLevanta BEE por
- Mattor 8@

#BlackLivesMatte

© Dpefend Puerto Rico @DefendPR - Jun 2, 2020
Desde #PuertoRico

#BlackLivesMatter %® demonstration

With @revistaetnicapr

Shaow

Figure 31

AOC also uses Spanish words when discussing topics related to Puerto Rico and
Puerto Rican culture. In Figure 30 she replies to a video of Bomba, a Puerto Rican
form of dance and music, with “j{Esooooo!” and an Emoji of the Puerto Rican flag and
a dancing emoji. In Figure 31 she further explains what Bomba is. She refers to Puerto
Rico as “ourisla” and uses the hashtags #PuertoRicoSelLevanta por #Blacklivesmatter
accompanied by a Puerto Rican flag emoji (Figure 31). By sharing videos and
information about Bomba she demonstrates knowledge of Puerto Rico and further
emphasises that Puerto Rican culture is important to her. It allows her to show that
being of Puerto Rican descent is an important a part of her identity and that she is

proud of her Puerto Rican roots.

By using Spanish words and phrases in her tweets AOC simultaneously includes and
excludes an audience. The Spanish she uses is simple and the phrases short and
often familiar to also those who do not speak Spanish but they may still not be

accessible to some non-Spanish speaking people. On the other hand, by using
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Spanish words and phrases she expresses solidarity to Spanish speaking people in

the US and highlights her own identity as a young Latina living in the US.

This section has focused the strategy of personalisation. The analysis found that AOC
realised the strategy of personalisation by sharing personal and emotive content and
code-switching. She shared personal aspects of her family and background as well as
her current life as a modern-day politician. In addition, her tweets included some
Spanish words and phrases which allowed her to emphasise her Puerto Rican roots
and show that being a Puerto Rican is an important part of her identity. The findings of

the analysis are discussed in the following chapter.
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5. DISCUSSION

The present study aimed to identify which discursive strategies AOC employs in her
tweets most frequently during her re-election campaign and how she realises these
strategies. A total of 111 tweets posted on AOC'’s official Twitter account during the
month of June 2020 were analysed using qualitative discourse analysis. The analysis
found that the most prevalent discursive strategies AOC used to communicate were
strategies of solidarity and personalisation. These strategies were then studied more

closely while determining which means she used to realise them.

The analysis discovered that AOC realised the strategy of solidarity through the use of
inclusive pronouns and speech acts of thanking and endorsing. Inclusive pronouns
were used to signal various group memberships and to invoke a sense of
collectiveness among her supporters. Aligning herself with various groups of people
allowed her to address a number of different audiences and appear relatable to voters.
She referred to her campaign as ‘people’s campaign’ and positioned herself as a
member of the NY-14 community. In addition, she used inclusive pronouns to create
an ‘us vs them’ dichotomy between her campaign and Wall Street billionaires who were
portrayed as outsiders. Creating this distinction allowed her to create positive self
representation and negative other representation. It also allowed her to further position
herself on the ‘people’s side’ and emphasise that she is a member of the community

she represents.

In addition to inclusive pronouns, AOC expressed solidarity through speech acts of
thanking and endorsing. She thanked colleagues and citizens for their support and
expressed support towards other candidates with similar views as herself by tweeting
endorsements. AOC frequently interacted with other users, including citizens, and out
of the 111 tweets that formed the data for the study, 67 were either direct replies to
other users or quote tweets. These findings are in contrast with previous studies on
the subject which have found that politicians are more likely to release statements than
to interact with other users (Golbeck et al. 2010 and Jungherr 2016). The present study

found that AOC’s approach to social media is interactive and multimodal. She used
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Twitter to establish a direct dialogue with her colleagues and citizens thus utilising the
potential social media provide for increasing interactivity between representatives and
constituents. This also allowed her to bridge the gap between her and her constituents
and create a more symmetrical power relationship. It allowed her to build an interactive
political community where she is able to discuss political issues in a way that is

accessible to the average citizen.

Studies that focused on AOC'’s discursive practises during her 2018 campaign also
identified solidarity as a prevalent discursive strategy (Sandbakk 2020 and Lewinstein
2019). In these studies, it was found that during her 2018 campaign AOC used
inclusive plural pronouns and endorsements to realise the strategy of solidarity; this
was also the case with her 2020 campaign. During both campaigns, she positioned
herself as a member of the NY-14 community and using solidarity strategies created

common ground with the electorate.

Sandbakk (2020) identified indirectness as a prevalent discursive strategy in AOC’s
2018 campaign. According to Sandbakk (2020), AOC frequently criticised her
opponent Joe Crawley using indirect speech acts without mentioning his name and
also promoted her own campaign in an indirect way (Sandbakk 2020). In contrast, the
analysis of the present study revealed that in her 2020 re-election campaign on Twitter,
she did not mention her opponent once, directly or indirectly. Instead of positioning
herself against her opponent, she positioned herself as a member of the NY-14
community, opposed to Wallstreet billionaires. This can be seen to signal that she did
not find her opponentimportant. Instead, she focused on promoting her own campaign,
endorsing other candidates and encouraging people to vote by sharing information on

voting.

Social media provide politicians with opportunities for more personalised campaigning.
Accordingly, the present analysis identified personalisation as the second prevalent
strategy that AOC employed most frequently in her tweets. The analysis revealed that
AOC realised this strategy by sharing personal and emotive content and code-

switching. She referenced her background as a member of the working class, talked
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about her experiences as a young woman of colour in the world of politics, mentioned
her family and Puerto Rico and used Spanish words and phrases in her tweets.
Including personal content in addition to political content allowed her to create an
image that is multifaceted, relatable and approachable. She tweeted regularly about
current political topics and promoted her campaign, but also conveyed a softer more
personable side by sharing anecdotes from her personal life. By sharing personal

content, she was able to humanise her role as a modern-day politician.

Studies conducted on AOC’s 2018 campaign communications also identified that AOC
emphasised certain aspects of her personal identity, such as her Puerto Rican roots,
being a Bronx native and being a woman, to connect and appear relatable to the voters
(Jacuinde 2019; Jaruseviciute 2019, cited in Sandbakk 2020). This was also the case
with her 2020 campaign where AOC let her audience to get to know her behind her
political identity. This allowed her to appear authentic and genuine. Candidates who
manage to appear ‘authentic’ are known to have high engagement on social media
(Kreiss et al 2018: 13). Social media audiences tend to seek a personal lens that gives
an ‘unfiltered’ look into candidates’ lives (Kreiss et al 2018: 21-22). However, Kreiss et
al (2018: 15) also note that authenticity as a concept is problematic since it is
performative. Politicians are motivated to appeal to audiences and the choices they
make when communicating their messages serve this purpose. While defining
authenticity and what it means in political communications is difficult, by sharing
personal and emotive content AOC manages to portray an image that does not seem
manufactured or calculated. She creates a multi-dimensional image combining political
with personal, all of which humanises her. Authenticity matters and being open about
one’s story and sharing personal and emotive anecdotes help in portraying an

authentic image and inviting positive engagement (Graham et al. 2018).

While the present study presented the strategies of solidarity and personalisation
separately, it should be noted that in some cases they can be realised simultaneously.
By positioning herself as a member of the NY-14 community and sharing personal
aspects of her life as a young woman of colour in the US AOC both realises the strategy

of personalisation but also signals solidarity to the people of NY-14 and those who
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come from a similar background. She simultaneously provides insight into who she is
as a person and what makes her who she is while emphasising that she is a member

of the community she represents and appearing relatable to the voters.

Due to the limitations of the present study, the analysis focused only on two strategies
that AOC used in her tweets: solidarity and personalisation. However, some other
strategies were also identified. These included the use of informal language,
confrontational messaging style, sarcasm and humour, as well as the use of ‘internet
slang’ and emoijis. These could provide an interesting topic for further research. In
addition, the data set was a narrow one, and the time-period they represented was
limited to the month of June 2020, which is why some other discursive strategies AOC
employed during her campaign may have gone unnoticed. Undoubtedly, by extending
the period of time under study, more general observations could be made.
Furthermore, as many of AOC’s tweets in the data set were multimodal and included
either photos or videos — in future studies, these could be examined as well. In the
present study, the focus was placed on written communications, but a multimodal

approach could certainly provide additional insight into AOC’s discursive practises.
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6. CONCLUSION

The present study aimed to offer insights into the discursive practises of
Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez on Twitter during her re-election campaign
in 2020. Twitter, among other social media platforms, has become a powerful and
efficient political communication tool as it allows politicians to share their messages
cost-efficiently and without the gatekeeping of traditional media. This has resulted in
politicians taking their election campaigns online. Many of them are using Twitter to
reach out to people and to promote their campaigns. In addition to promoting their
campaigns, Twitter also allows politicians to share more personal aspects of their lives

and interact with their constituents.

The present study adds to the research on political discourse online. It examines
strategies related to online presence during political campaigns and highlights the
power social media hold in today’s politics. AOC has built a large following using the
tools social media offer for political engagement. The analysis showed that her
approach to social media is engaging, interactive and multimodal making her social
media communications highly effective. She uses social media not only to share her
political views and promote her campaign but also to connect and create common

ground with her audience and to show a more personal and private side to her.

The power of social media is evident and their role can only be seen to grow in the
future. As social media platforms continue to develop and increase their popularity,
understanding what kind of effects these new networks have on political information
and communication is becoming increasingly relevant. They provide new and
innovative ways for politicians to connect with citizens and they are altering the ways
in which people engage politically. Furthermore, they present a new, alternative
environment that has the power to shape political discourse and create fundamental

shifts in the conduct and coverage of today’s politics (Gainous and Wagner 2014: 3).



50

BIBLIOGRAPHY

De Fina, A. (1995). Pronominal choice, identity, and solidarity in political
discourse. Text & talk, 15(3), 379-410.

Dittmar, K. (2019). Unfinished Business: Women Running in 2018 and Beyond.
Center for American Women and Politics, Eagleton Institute of Politics, Rutgers
University, New Brunswick, NJ.

Evans, H. K. and Clark, J. H. (2016). “You tweet like a girl!”: How female candidates
campaign on Twitter. American Politics Research, 44(2), 326-352.

Evans, H. K., Cordova, V. and Sipole, S. (2014). Twitter Style: An Analysis of How
House Candidates Used Twitter in Their 2012 Campaigns. PS: Political Science &
Politics, 47(2), 454-462.

Fountaine, S. (2017). What's not to like? A qualitative study of young women
politicians self-framing on Twitter. Journal of Public Relations Research, 29(5), 219-
237.

Gainous, J. and Wagner, K. M. (2011). Rebooting American politics: The internet
revolution. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers

Gainous, J. and Wagner, K. M. (2014). Tweeting to power: The social media
revolution in American politics. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Golbeck, J., Grimes, J. M. and Rogers, A. (2010). Twitter use by the U.S. Congress.
Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 61(8),
1612-1621.

Graham, T., Jackson, D., Broersma, M. and Wright, S. (2018). The Personal in the
Political on Twitter: Towards a Typology of Politicians’ Personalized Tweeting
Behaviours. In Schwanholz, J., Graham, T. and Stoll, P-T. (eds.), Managing
Democracy in the Digital Age: Internet Regulation, Social Media Use, and Online
Civic Engagement. Springer International Publishing,137-157.

Jacuinde, M. (2019). QUEEN OF THE CLAPBACK: A Framing Analysis of Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez’s Use of Social Media. MA thesis, West Texas A&M University.

Jungherr, A. (2016). Twitter use in election campaigns: A systematic literature review.
Journal of Information Technology & Politics. 13:1, 72-91.

Kampf, Z. (2016). “All the Best! Performing solidarity in political discourse”. Journal of
Pragmatics. Vol. 93 (2016): 7-60.



51

Kreiss, D., Lawrence, R. G. and McGregor, S.C. (2018). In Their Own Words:
Political Practitioner Accounts of Candidates, Audiences, Affordances, Genres, and
Timing in Strategic Social Media Use, Political Communication, 35:1, 8-31.

Lewinstein, J. F. (2019). Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez: A Case Study of Social Media as
an Agenda Setting Tool in the U.S House of Representatives. BA thesis, Scripps
College.

Metz, M., Kruikemeier S. and Lecheler, S. (2019). Personalization of politics on
Facebook: examining the content and effects of professional, emotional and private
self-personalization. Information, Communication & Society. 23:10, 1481-1498.

Olbertz-Siitonen, M. (2019). Discourse Analysis. In Croucher, S. M. and Cronn-Mills,
D. (eds.) Understanding Communication Research Methods: A Theoretical and
Practical Approach. New York: Routledge, 191-204.

Sandbakk, K. (2020). Solidarity and Indirectness: A discourse analytic study of
Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s 2018 Twitter campaign. MA thesis,
University of Bergen.

Statista. (2021). https://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/number-of-active-twitter-
users-in-selected-countries/ Accessed 13 Jun 2021

TwitchTracker (2021). https://twitchtracker.com/channels/peak-viewers Accessed 13
June 2021.

United States Census Burau. (2019). https://www.census.gov/mycd/?st=36&cd=14
Accessed 11 June 2021.

Van Dijk, T. A. (1997). What is Political Discourse Analysis? Belgian Journal of
Linguistics, 11(1), 11-52.

Wilson, J. (2015). Political Discourse. In Hamilton, H. E., Schiffrin, D. and Tannen, D.
(eds.), The Handbook of Discourse Analysis. West Sussex: John Wiley & Sons, 775-
794.


https://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/number-of-active-twitter-users-in-selected-countries/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/number-of-active-twitter-users-in-selected-countries/
https://twitchtracker.com/channels/peak-viewers
https://www.census.gov/mycd/?st=36&cd=14

	1.   INTRODUCTION
	2.   BACKGROUND
	2.1. Power of social media in the US politics
	2.2. Twitter use in election campaigns in the US
	2.3. Political discourse strategies on social media
	2.4. Previous research on AOC’s Twitter use

	3.   SET-UP OF THE STUDY
	3.1. Aims and research questions
	3.2. Data selection and collection
	3.3. Methods of analysis
	4.1. Solidarity
	4.1.1 Use of inclusive pronouns
	4.1.2. Thanking and endorsing

	4.2. Personalisation
	4.2.1. Personal and emotive content
	4.2.2. Code-switching


	5. DISCUSSION
	6. CONCLUSION

