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Abstract
Soundbites and Backlash: Trumpds Rhe

Thsst udy examines Donal d Toricudoripgdtlse u s e
2024 US presidential election, focusing on how his statements circulate
wi t hin Ti k Tdoveninediasehvirommenti Using discourse analy-

sis, 78 unique contentious statementse identified from rallies, debates,

and formal political addressdater categorised into viral, semviiral, and
nonviral levels based on platform engagement metrics (views, likes, com-
mentsandreposts) Findingsshow that only 28 of these statementnt vi-

ral, with the most successful examples being short, emotionally charged, eas-
ily decontextualised, and frequently used in pgad heanalysis shows that
Trumpbés rhetoric i s sfinctiarsas gtbottodne c au s
hance visibility on social media platforms.
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Introduction

Donal d Tr ump 6 s beédna gulgectiofaliaclssientamongmaiya s
scholars. Various analyses @éeusmostlyon his ability to blend populism,
emotional provocation, and media performardéhough numerous studies
examinethese strategies in conventional campaign settings, the 2024 US
presidential election presents a unique chanax&winehow this kind of

rhetoric plays out in the social media era. Both Trump and his rival Kamal
Harris gained significant viral attenti@m TikTok throughout the campaign;
however, their online popularitpok different pathsHarris became associ-

ated with a selhware Gen drientatedbranding narratives uc h  as fA Kam
is Brat, o0 tied to the cul tbwtladon-popul
trast, Trump primarily concentrated his efforts on large political rallies in-
stead of creating content that was native tgplhgorms
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Even so, Trumpds | anguage spread wid
parodies of his speech snippat&l newsnedia profiles sharing specific high-
lights. His remarks amassed millions of views, likes, comments, reposts, and
audiorepurposing, transforming campaign phrases into viral audio clips for
reinterpretation through memeEhese clips frequently featured porative
assertions designed to shock or intensify conflict. For instance, Trump
claimed that Harris fAwants to do tran

are in prisondo (Trump, 2024, second p
simultaneously dehmanises undocumented migrants and promotes threat
based fear appeal s. He also referred

(Trump, 2024, Temple University in Philadelphia) and labelled COWD

ffa gift from Chinao (Trump, 2023, Dur
It would be difficulttod et er mi ne i f Trumpbs most

ments are genuine reflections of his personality or intentionally designed for

effect on his audience. Howeveegcurringpatterns indicate a calculated mo-

tive, as new subjects are oftEminched with a striking assertion that serves

to capture attention, followed by more conventional messaging if the audi-

encebs engagement fades.

Theoretical Background

When it comes to political communication, it should be mentioned that the
fitermmribayed to be notoriously difficul
(McNair, 2011: 3). This is likely due to the understanding that tfi p o -
l'itical 6 and A c cawhwadiantantinucusiyghangiggn c e pt
However, Pimeta& Si | va (2024) point out that p
just about politics because it pulls in language, culture, and the beliefs people
share (cf. Mishra et al., 20mst- Gon- a
gatehow those messages move throudifedent parts of the public sphere

(cf. Pimeta& Silva, 2024; Hadm& Anggoro, 2022; Oparaugo, 202This

aligns with Charaudeaub6s view that p
practice, circulates in a certain public space and has something tthdbevi
power relations that are established

Persuasionarely consists solely of informatioRoliticians carefully con-
struct theircredibility, and theyaim to create a direct bond with the public
(cf. Charaudeau, 2018; Capati, 2019; LilleReKoc-Michalska, 2013). They
mo b i | i sdéscufsisedntagir@ries to align with the values and beliefs of
the citi z dPRmetp& Silva,2024: 231 adynamic intensified in
populist communicationAccording to Charaudeau (2019), this creates a po-
l'itical Afcontracto where politicians
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acknowledgmentand responsiveness. However, campaigning increasingly
occurs in mediated environments that influence visibility (Papassapou-
los & Giannouli, 2025)

Picture 1: Evolution of Political @mpaigning
Four Eras

of
Political Campaigning

ERA 1 ERA 2 ERA 3 ERA 4
Newspaper Age  Television Age Digital Tum Social Media
Early 20th Century Mid-Late 20th Century Early 2000s 2010s - present
Press / Radio TV News Early Web Algorithms
Source: Richard Gramanich Gtromajer

The diagranshowsan overview of how political communication has de-
veloped over timelt draws on Semetk& Twaor zecki 6s (2018
builds directly from the earlier works of Farrell, Webb, Schifdck, and
Norris (2000). It is based on medsatiion theory (cf. Scammell, 2016;
Herkman, 2009; Mazzoleli Schulz, 1999) and tacld¢he digital era high-
lighted by Papathanassopoulassiannouli (2025). It maps out the evolution
of political campaigning and how strategies shift and adapt as media change.
Campaigns move from partyentredmobilisationto TV-driven image poli-
ticsand nowadaystherole of digitd platforms.

Intheif our tsltoceradd medi a have become fic
campaigns, increasingly overshadowing traditional media as the primary are-
nas for political di fcGiaonowi,e2025: B3P a p at
Their algorithmic visibility and redime feedbackeconfigurehow persua-

sion operates; |l eaders cultivate an
(Capati, 2019: 2)As a result, emotional impact and performance increasingly
outweghi nf or mati onal guality, with HAvi:

oversubstanceodo ( P a&psahnbilg2025518)o poul os
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This framework rshapesolitical legitimacythroughmedia influence,
where persuasion, trustworthiness, and visibilityaaigeved through online
engagemen®oliticianscontinuously monitor and recalibrate messaging be-
cause Afsoci al medi a serve a strate
pathanassopoulds Giannouli, 2025: 4)turningcampaigningnto a perma-
nent and participatory proce$¥ithin thistense communicative context, out-
rage and backlash can®gositivething Tr ump és approach to p
munication shows that in the era of social media, gaining political promi-
nence occurs natespiteencountering criticism, but possjtihecause oit.

As mentioned earlier, persuasion is a crucial component of political com-
munication Reyes (2011) notes that most politicians often resort to creating
a sense of fear in voters and utilising their own image. In the past, politicians
relied on rational arguments to cite expert opinions and frame their policies
as selflessto achieve credillity. These strategies primarily functioned
through symbolic powebecause the use of language shapes perceptions
while seemingly being only descriptive (cf. Martin, 2015).

This strategi communication is heightened by platfedriven performa-
tivity, suggesting that what seemspontaneousnay be designed for ap-
proachability, emotional impact, and custsation (Fetzer& Weizman,
2006). Visual and multimodal messages enhance affective persuasion, allow-

ing audiences to dfil | ensenhatlogidaleargu-e as on
ments are inevitable through timely delivecy. Martin, 2015; Miles, 2023;
Kjeldsen& He s s , 2021) . These el ements forr

rhetoric, which research indicates relies on a populist fraofingses (Hall,
2021),persistent hostility l(acatus& Meibauer, 2023), and the use of con-
frontation as a performance (Crin&sDolowitz, 2019). Although it may
seem spontaneous, studies reveal that emotional satigii and the rein-
forcement of identity are central for tapproach¢f. Fountain, 2024; Derki,
2022; Derakhshani et al., 2021).
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Picture 2: Trumpbés Rhet

Trump’s

Rhetorical Strategies
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The strategies depicted in Picture 2 stem from an expanding set of re-
rhetoric
sense of crisis to increase anxiety and depict himself as the only protector of
people (Hall, 2021)It seems ke he also employs populist divisiveness to
separate Amor al p e opl & doultainp2@24,cla-r r upt
catus and, 2033andutilises shocldriven disruption to take control of the

searchers examining Tru

agenda through controversy (CrinksDolowitz, 2018).His ability to per-

mp 0 s

suade often hinges more on stirring emotions than on logical arguments, and
using negative labels tends to foster a more confrontational mindset (cf.

Derki, 2022; Derakhshani et al., 202T)r u mp 6 s

us e

of

repe:

allows him to paint hinself as the outsider, which may be relatable for some

of his supportergcf. Derakhshani et al., 2021; CringsDolowitz, 2019).
Such strategies are effective in the current social media landscape, where

sensationalism tends natonagdrépatitivenessct i o

appeal to algorithms that reinforce strong feelings; therefore, such exposure

is a political advantag®&ow, it is crucial to grasp what factors contribute to

some online posts becoming viral while others remain unnoticed.
Take Trump as an example. His bold messaging dominates the 2024 US

presidential campaign. The platforms that pick up and amplify his words keep

pulling in massive attentiornlikTok has emerged as a prominent political
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battleground, as young people not onlgtch the content but also actively
interact withitThi s i s mostly propelled by a
promotes highly engaging content regardless of follower d@iinQuick &

Maddox, 2024; Carson, 2021). Researchers contend that persuatiis in
context is quick, emotive, and interactive, more rooted in meme culture and
entertainment than in rational discussion (Cervi et al., 2021).

Picture 3: Viral Content on TikTok

Viral Content on TikTok
l T .
| [ !
RAGEBAIT FAST-PACED VIDEOS LOngSTD:;‘,I"HON
! | !
EMOTIONAL —_— SHORT-VIDEOS HUMOR / SATIRE
Source: Richard Gramanich Gtromajer

Picture 3illustrates how viral content spreads on TikTdke blend of
algorithmbased prioritisation, emotional connection, and a culture of remix-
ing fosters visually captivating short videos that reach a wide audf{ehce
Connolly, 2025; Towpek& Suriani, 2025;Quick & Maddox, 2024; Le
Compte& Klug, 2021; Carson, 2021%ocial media content that evokes in-
tense emotions, particularly anger, seems to spread more rajithin this
dynamic, strategies such as shockbait and ragebait flourish. While shockbait
is sill a relatively not established notion, Moschini (2017, online) describes
tasian advertising tacti c,bdthaabecome i gi na
an effective pol i@nitheather hard, mggebditganmore t r at
established notion, idharactesedasficont ent [ é] that trie

ger or outrage, as a means of(Megaining
riam-Webster Dictionary, online). This strategy succeeds beaagsbait
fheadlines were |inked to h(Shnheea., | evel

2025: 1) and platforms profit from provocation. Ragei t fAi s t he pr
making users angry or anxious enough
33).
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Methodology

Trump on@ more captured attention on social media repeatedly throughout
the 2024 US presidential election. Each time he addressed the public, it felt
as if the platform erupted with his comments, rexdtiadj his status as a phe-
nomenon.These comments circulatedrough both news videos and user
created parodies that reused his speech audio as meme content. This study,
therefore, explores how and why such rhetoric experiences viral amplifica-
tion on TikTok, analysing whether emotionally oiped statements serve as
a strategic method for capturing attention within phe a t f atgorithrdis
cally tailoredenvironment

The dataset comprisef 1150f Tr umpds speeches give
2024 to March 2025. By conducting a discourse analgstemerd that are
verbally provocative and polamg, aligning withdefinitions of shackbait
and ragebaitwere identified.It must benotedthat repetitive formulations
were collapsed, resulting in 78 distinct statements, which were further organ-
ised into themat groups reflecting the dominaeimotional triggers.

Each statement was creassalysed through TikTok to determine the ex-
tent of its amplification. User engagement is evaluated through visible indi-
cators such as views, likes, comments, and reposts. Fudfe these state-
ments are categorised into three groups of viral, sémai, and norviral
baits. This also includes indirect dissemination through audiehizen re-
interpretation rather than restricti

The analysis compares the thematic characteristics and public reactions
associated with each category, focusing on differences in emotional reso-
nance, participatory uptake, and commeased sentiment. This approach
enables identification of the rhetorical fggihs most likely to trigger algorith-
mically supported engagement and clarifies how outmagmtated commu-
nication becomes i@coursdor political visibility on TikTok.

Discussion

It is crucial to analyse theek topics that Trump discussédroughout his
campaign rallies, presidential debates, his Inaugural Address, and his address
to Congress. He discussed various issues, but only some received the atten-
tion on TikTok.Certain topics (such as immigration, gender issarden-
vironmental péicy) fit right within with what isexpectedrom conventional
political communicationHowever, a substantial portion of his rhetoric cen-
tred on confrontation, particularly through criticism of political opponents,
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mostly Biden andHarris, as well as Deneoatsmore broadly. There i sig-
nificant promotion of contentious narratives that are offifficult to verify.

Chart 1: opicsDiscussedimr ump s Speeches

TOPICS
® Immigration u Gender Elections Policy
m Narratives Abortions m Confrontation Environment
u Media Covid m Attacks
22
" 1
7
6
4 5 4 6
| : 1
Source: Richard Gramanich Gtromajer

Chart 1 presents eleven topics identified acrospré®ocative state-
ments. The most frequent theme is confrontatidth 22 mentions, primarily
aimed atBiden andHarris. These statements functiondelegitimise their
competence and credibility. For example, Trump refers to Biden by saying
fiwe have a guy whoodés dumb son of a b*
vani a) and Awe have a man that canét

2024, Indianola, lowa)arris issimilarly targeted, as seen in remarks such

as iBi den became mentally impaired [
(Trump, 2024, Eri e, Pennsyl vania) and
destroy our country i f she §€wuey gets

2024, CharlottelNorth Carolina).

Other notable themes included gender (11 mentiofts) example
Trumpbs statement that he wants ACong
ning and criminalising sex changes on children and forever ending thetlie tha
any child is trapped in the wrong booc
Session of Congress). Immigration also appears frequently, with claims such
as Aishe [ Kamala] wants to do transgen
i n prisono ¢cond presipentialZébatd). LesSfrequent but still
important themegnvolve elections, abortion, policy, and media, including
accusationd i ke fidemocrat s, in many cases
birth, [abortion in] the seventh, eighth, ninth mordhd aftetbirth execu-
tiondo (Trump, 2 0 2 4This datasetecovars a rangeMdf ¢ h i g e
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topics, but confrontational communication stands out as the most common.
However, not all claims gain popularity on TikTdkaportantly, creating a
controversy isot sufficient if a politician wants to attract a large audience or
generate genuine interaction.

Chart 2: Viral, SemViral, and Non-Viral Instances

PROVOCATIVE STATEMENTS

Viral
28

Non-viral
33

Semi-viral
17
Source: Richard Gramanich Gtromajer

Chart 2 shows that out of 78 unique provocative statenmensified in
Trumpds speeches, only 2 8ormsedréchpw-ed Vv
poses, we established that if content is viral, it needs to get at least 50,000
likes. Posts that obtain fewer than 50,000 likes yet still generate discussions
are clasified as servviral. A post is regarded as nairal if it accumulates
less than 10,000 likes and exhibits minimal engagement. While there is not a
universally agreedipon criterion for these classifications, thistemaligns
with thepatterns we used in evaluatisgcces®n TikTok.

One of the clearest examplebviral contentis Trumpgs ¢l ai m t hat
Springfield, theydbére eating the dogs
t he c aThse yedélingethe pets of the peopletha | i ve t her ed
2024, Second presidential debate), which went viral at least twice, primarily
through parody content. One parody received 46.4 million views, 5.3 million
likes, 36.2thousanccomments, and 873.8 thousand reposts on @pipinofina.
Anothe version, shared on @daddyalbano, received 3.2 million views, 173.2
thousand likes, 3747 comments and 15.4 thousand reposts

Anot her example is Trumpdbs statemen
and your son leaves tlwuseand you s ay ,yousdmuchigo, I I
have a good day in school,d and your
Can you even imagine this? What the I

2024, Madison, Wisconsin). This remark went viral multiple times, including
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a parody a @mandybangrat (22 million views, 2.3 million likes, 36.8 thou-
sandcomments424.1 thousand reposts) and another on @soccernat007 (4
million views, 406.8 thousand likes, 6,293 comments, 61.5 thousand reposts).
The c¢claim connecefeencdt @ PrrRummds Iwhtoerfidi
thattheirschool hadecretlysocially transitioned their tgearo | d | i t t 1 e g
(Trump, 2025, Address to a Joint Session of Congress). Accordigets
(2025) emails show that parents of the child already informed tesithat
their child identified as nebinary and could use a new name and they/them
pronouns, and the familyds | awsuit ag
Notethat emotionallycharged statementainsignificantly contribute to mis-
information and increase stigma against vulnerable groups, including the
transgender community. Trumpbs over al
pends on emotionally charged remarks faaburpublic outrage over factual
correctnessAll data were verified in September 2025.

Across all viral examples, the pattern is consistent. These posts operate as
ragebait, circulating mostly in short forms and often in a parodic context.
They often feature on prominent media platforms (such as BBG; Mail,
andTheNew Yorker), where the comments section tends to be significantly
divided. Importantly, although 28 statements gained viral attention, most did
not, which highlights that mere provocation does not ensure viral spread.

It is worthnotingthat, according to Cantalamessa (2025) Truenploys
humour as a weapon. She claims that t
him to deflect criticism while rallying supportérs ( Cant al amessa, 2
der Humour as altisNardomxlammtidat sonpeafrthese virdl) .
statements were used as a strategical
mor i s weaponized [€é] the issue isndt
how humor reshapes the public record and forces opponents to pilgdn
goundod (Cantalamessa, 202®5). AUnder Co
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Picture 4: Comparison of Provocative Statements

Source: Richard Gramanich Gtromajer

The viral statemerdpread widely because it was shedsily decontex-
tualised, and delivered in a childish tone thiatouragegharody.The semi
vir al example reflects one of Tr ump
mented migrants being released from institutions. However, because this nar-
rative lacks credild evidence and is less visuadlyiking, it circulated mainly
in news coverage rather than ugenerated contenthe nonviral statement
is still provocative, but it did not achieve virality. Its length, reliance on con-
text, and lower shock value madedifficult to repurpose into the short,
highly consumable format typical for TikToK.aligns with a pattern in the
dataset, which is that nerral statements tend to be too lordpstractand
lacking the novelty required foapid spread.

It needs tabe notedthat the comparison demonstrates that provocation
alone is not enough for viral success. Brevity, weaponised humour, emotional
clarity, and remix potential strongly determine whether statements become
viral, remain sembviral, or receive online ggagement. This also suggests that
Tr ump 6 s r fuectionstrategicallyaHe appears aware that provoca-
tive and polarising statemergenerate substantial online attention.
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