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Abstract 

After Donald Trump won the presidency, his use of social media has gotten massive attention 
because of its incredibly inappropriate content. Many people question how appropriate his use of 
Twitter is, and in the linguistic field prominent voices point out that the former businessman does 
not have the skills to speak; he only talks (McWhorter, 2017). As America’s President with views of 
his own about worldly events, it is of special interest to see how people interact with him online. 
Because of the low 39% approval rating, one can assume that many disagree with him, possibly in a 
way involving irony. One sub-type of irony is described as “the use of words to express something 
other than and especially the opposite of the literal meaning” (Merriam-Webster, 2018), and it is 
reasonable to assume that some responses to Trump’s tweets use irony to present an alternative view 
of his actions or opinions. The study sets out to find replies to Trump’s tweets that are ironic and 
identify if they correspond to earlier developed theories of irony. The replies are examined to 
determine which of Grice’s maxims of conversation that is flouted the most. The data included 337 
replies of which 78 (23%) were shown to follow an ironical pattern, mostly in order to ridicule and 
condemn Trump. 88 % of all comments disagree with Trump’s tweets. The most applicable theory of 
irony is the echoic interpretation theory by Wilson and Sperber, and the most flouted maxim is 
relevance. 

Keywords: Trump, verbal irony, Twitter, maxims of conversation, echoic interpretation 

 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

Sedan Donald Trump ställde upp i presidentvalet och till slut vann valet, har hans användning av 
sociala medier fått mycket uppmärksamhet p.g.a dess olämpliga innehåll. Många har ifrågasatt 
lämpligheten i hans Twitter-användning, och lingvistiskt sett menar framstående röster att den 
tidigare företagsmannen inte äger förmågan att tala; han kan bara prata; och det gör han på Twitter 
som USA:s president och ger sin egen syn på världsliga händelser. Därför är det av intresse att titta 
på hur människor reagerar och tilltalar honom på nätet. Med tanke på hans låga popularitetssiffra 
på 39%, kan det förmodas att många inte håller med honom, och att ironi används som ett sätt att 
uttrycka en annan åsikt. Ironi beskrivs som “användningen av ord för att uttrycka någonting annat 
eller speciellt det motsatta av den bokstavliga meningen” (översatt från Merriam-Webster, 2018), 
vilket är hypotetiskt förväntat i svar till Trumps tweets. Denna studie syftar till att identifiera 
ironiska kommentarer på Trumps tweets och se om de överensstämmer med tidigare utvecklade 



  

teorier kring ironi. Även analys av vilken av Grices konversationsmaximer som bryts oftast görs i 
studien. Studiens data inkluderar 337 kommentarer, av vilka 78 (23%) är ironiska, oftast med 
intention att förlöjliga och fördöma Trump. 88% av alla kommentarer håller inte med om innehållet 
i Trumps tweets. Den mest applicerbara ironi-teorin var “echoic interpretation” teorin (Wilson & 
Sperber), medan den mest ignorerade konversationsmaximen var relevans. 

Nyckelord: Trump, verbal ironi, Twitter, konversationsmaximer, echoic interpretation 
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1. Introduction and aims 

Since the Internet’s breakthrough in the 1990s, its expansion has had enormous effect on 
how people throughout the world communicate with their friends, family, and even strangers 
with whom they might share interests. Sharing an opinion with a large audience has never 
been as easy as it is today thanks to the Internet. An example of an Internet platform that has 
made personal opinions easy to share is Twitter. Twitter is an online social network where 
users post and interact with messages called ‘tweets’ to anyone who wishes to read their 
messages. Commenting on a tweet is a quick way to start a discussion between users and this 
the reason that Twitter has become a very popular online discussion and debate platform. As 
the website gathered 330 million monthly active users in the 3rd quarter of 2017 (Statista, 
2017), it is not surprising that people with political interest take the chance to reach out to 
this enormous audience with their message.  

The United States President Donald Trump takes this opportunity to spread what he believes 
is important in an average of 5 tweets per day (Twittercounter, 2017). He is not, however, the 
first American president to use Twitter. Barack Obama used it during his presidency and still 
has more followers than Trump (Twittercounter, 2017). The remarkable difference between 
the tweets from the previous and current president is the objectivity of Obama’s tweets and 
the lack of it in Trump’s. Donald Trump’s tweets are often emotional and approach current 
news in a controversial and un-statesmanlike manner, and yet they seem to be ‘official’ rather 
than private. Since he can be seen as the most influential and powerful person in the world at 
the moment, it is not surprising that many are critical of his use of Twitter and its 
presidential appropriateness. However, as Trump (2017) puts it himself, “My use of social 
media is not Presidential - it’s MODERN DAY PRESIDENTIAL [...]” (2017). On top of this, 
Columbia University professor of linguistics John McWhorter, calls Trump’s way of talking 
unadorned, and claims that Donald Trump does not speak, but talks (2017). Because of the 
discrepancy between his position and his talking twitter practice, it is of special interest to see 
what type of comments he receives on his tweets, as this discrepancy seems to be a new 
phenomenon.  The informal nature of his tweets invites anyone who is not on the President’s 
staff to interact with him and judging by his generally controversial behavior and his low 39% 
approval rating (Gallup News, 2017), many can be assumed to disagree with his tweets. A 
popular way of showing disagreement and also ridiculing contemporary news and events is 
mocking them through memes and ironic comments. The mechanism of irony is suitable on 
discussion platforms such as Twitter, especially for those who wish to challenge ideas. 
Trump’s frequent controversial tweets should invite ironic responses, which could serve as an 
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interesting sample for a study of how irony is used in twitter communication on a political 
issue. 

This thesis sets out to examine a sample of ironic responses to Trump tweets on Twitter to 
map out how often they express disagreement with Trump’s initial tweet and for what 
purpose. The replies are analyzed in terms of how they generate irony, their functions and 
effects, based on central theories relating to irony, especially Grice’s theory of conversational 
implicatures and the flouting of maxims (1975), Sperber & Wilson’s theory of echoic 
interpretation (1981), and Clark’s theory of pretense (1996). The aim is to answer the 
following research questions: 

1. Which theory of irony do the replies mostly exemplify and to what effect?  
2. Which of Grice’s maxims is flouted most often and to what effect? 

 

2. Background 

The language in Donald Trump’s tweets is very similar to how he talks on television, and 
when he posts tweets, which actually gives other people the chance to interact with him 
(including anti- and Trump supporters). Irony is a form of a non-literal speech act used in 
communicative situations. One sub-type of irony, according to the online Merriam-Webster 
dictionary is “the use of words to express something other than and especially the opposite of 
the literal meaning” (2018). It can be presumed that non-literal speech appears in the context 
of replies to Trump in order to appeal to more people. Non-literal speech acts are ways of 
communicating that might seem confusing and difficult to interpret, but they are in fact used 
by most people every day and many might not even realize it. Consider the following 
example: 

Example 1.1 

Carl and Anne are watching a movie. Anne is sitting next to an open window. 

Carl: I am cold. 

Carl is not simply stating the fact that he is cold. He is implicitly requesting Anne to close the 
window. This is an example of an indirect speech act which can be seen as the most subtle 
type of non-literal speech. Other non-literal speech acts can be used in more advanced ways 

                                                        
1 Author’s own example. 
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in order to make a point, which, according to Gibbs, can make listeners feel that the language 
is “purposefully employed to evade, equivocate, and deceive” (2003, p.357), which is certainly 
true sometimes. However, non-literal language used by a speaker can convey not only the 
meaning of what is stated, but also a second “hidden” meaning that implies the speaker’s 
intention. The basic requirement for successful interpretation of an utterance and 
understanding of a possible ironic message is the ‘common ground’ concept. 

2.1 Common ground 

One of the factors that helps people understand verbal irony is the pragmatic concept 
common ground. Common ground is rooted information that people believe that other 
people share with them (Clark, 1996), which can be anything from what features dogs have, 
to who killed Abraham Lincoln. This information is shaped by the history between persons 
such as how long they have known each other, what they have experienced together and their 
sense of what the other person’s interest is, what they like etc. Common ground is therefore 
constructed through individual beliefs or assumptions about the persons one interacts with 
(Clark, 1996). In verbal irony context is premised as the most important feature but the 
concept of context is difficult to specify. Common ground is the term that helps picturing the 
relation between people in a specific setting and time (Clark, 1996). An ironic utterance 
might be conveyed successfully between persons A and B, but not between persons A and C 
because their relation lacks the experience and information that exists between person A and 
B. Once people have more common ground with another person there are greater basis for 
irony to become successful.  

Common ground is the basis for interpreting non-literal language, but it does not explain 
how it specifically operates in conversations. In order to give a better picture of research 
connected to irony, the following sections (2.2–2.4) present an overview of how verbal irony 
can be produced in English discourse. 

2.2 Cooperative principle 

One theory, which is widely known in linguistics and has influenced the theories that are 
presented further on in the essay, originates from the philosopher H. Paul Grice and it is 
called the cooperative principle (1975). The principle states that a conversational exchange is 
expected by its participants to be truthful, suitable, relevant and performed in a mutually 
accepted direction, which is most likely shaped implicitly (Grice, 1975). Grice argues that 
once a participant in a conversation does not make enough effort to fulfill what is expected, 
conversational implicatures are produced (1975). These are non-conventional implicatures 
in language use which, according Grice, violate certain maxims of conversation that are 
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expected of a speaker and exhorted to a listener (1975). These maxims require the speakers to 
be informative, truthful, relevant and clear about what they say. An overview of these maxims 
is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Grice’s maxims of conversation (1975) 

Maxim of quantity  1. Make your contribution as 
informative as is required (for the 
current purposes of the exchange). 

2. Do not make your contribution more 
informative than is required. 

 
 

Maxim of quality 1. Do not say what you believe to be 
false. 

2. Do not say that for which you lack 
evidence. 

 
 

Maxim of relation 1. Be relevant. 

Maxim of manner 1. Avoid obscurity of expression 
2. Avoid ambiguity 
3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary 

prolixity). 
4. Be orderly. 

 
 

 

Since the listener most often believes that the speaker adheres to these maxims, 
conversational implicatures occur when it is uncertain if a speaker fulfills, or clearly fails to 
fulfill, a maxim. This can be done in various ways, e.g. violating, flouting a maxim (Grice, 
1975).  

One can deliberately flout a maxim for the purpose of getting in a conversational implicature 
in order to convey a figure of speech e.g. metaphor, hyperbole, meiosis or irony. Example 2 is 
an ironic flouting, which is illustrated in Nick and Jenny’s plan on watching a movie.  

Example 2.2 

The movie is starring Will Smith, whose acting both Nick and Jenny dislike. During 
the movie they are stunned and impressed by Will’s acting skills. While walking out of 

                                                        
2 Author’s own example. 
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the cinema, Nick says to Jenny: “Terrible acting again by Will Smith”, to which Jenny 
responds, “Sure was”.  

This is a flouting of the maxim of quality, “Do not say what you believe to be false”. Irony is 
produced because the utterance ostensibly refers to the common ground that Will Smith is a 
terrible actor, while being inconsistent with their present shared experience of Smith’s good 
performance. Nick thus deliberately flouts a conversational maxim to suggest a meaning not 
literally expressed, namely that Will Smith might not be a bad actor after all. 

While the cooperative principle helps to understand when figures of speech (e.g. irony) are 
implied, it does not explain the linguistics methods and common ground needed in a 
conversation to convey irony. This has been noted by several researchers (Clark & Gerrig, 
1984; Wilson, 2006) and several attempts to expand on this theory have been made to 
explain the mechanisms involved in verbal irony. The most relevant theories for this study 
are presented in sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

2.3 Echoic interpretation theory 

The echoic interpretation theory, first introduced as echoic mention theory in 1981, is an 
approach proposed and developed by researchers Wilson and Sperber, who treat verbal irony 
as an echoic allusion used to refer to conventional knowledge or a common thought (Wilson, 
2006). In order for an utterance to be ironic, it must be recognized as echoing a thought 
attributed to some identified person, a particular group of people, or generalized to all 
people. Ironical echoing often involves cultural norms since these are widely and easily 
represented in human minds (Wilson, 2006, p. 1735). The use of echoic language is not only 
meant to deliver the content of a certain statement, but also to convey the speaker’s attitude 
to what has just been said.  
 
Two ironic elements can be spotted in an example provided by Wilson’s (2006, p. 1723), here 
labeled Example 3:  
  

Example 3. 

As I reached the bank at closing time, the bank clerk helpfully shut the door in my 
face.   

 
The first is the apparent contradiction of being helpful and shutting a door in someone’s face. 
The second is the cultural norm of bank personnel being helpful and welcoming towards their 
customers. Since their business is very competitive, they have a certain reputation of boasting 
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about their client-friendly services in order to attract more customers. On a basic level, this 
also contradicts the norm among people to be nice towards each other. What is proposed 
through Wilson’s example is certainly not in line with this cultural norm. Next, the pretense 
theory will be explained. 
 

2.4 Pretense theory 

The pretense theory was suggested by Clark and Gerrig in 1984 and it treats verbal irony as a 
form of pretense. According to pretense theory, a person can be ironic by pretending to 
express an ill-judged or imprudent message to an uninformed audience for the sake of 
mocking (Clark & Gerrig, 1984). The object of the mockery may be present or absent, real or 
imaginary (Clark & Gerrig, 1984). The speaker’s intention, however, is to make the 
addressees see through the pretense and look for possible interpretations of the mockery. 
Clark and Gerrig use Jonathan Swift’s essay ‘A Modest Proposal’ to show how pretense theory 
applies to the irony of the essay (1984). According to Clark and Gerrig, Swift’s essay is labeled 
a “model piece of irony” (1984, p. 123) where the main proposal to solve the poverty problem 
in Ireland is to serve Irish children as food for rich Englishmen. When Swift’s essay is 
examined through the lens of pretense theory, the irony makes good sense, since his pretense 
to act as a member of the English ruling class was supposed to be recognized by his readers as 
a denunciation of the English attitudes toward the Irish (Clark & Gerrig, 1984). The need of 
common ground is apparent for pretense theory since the ironists explicitly do not tell the 
listeners about the pretense; they are supposed to discover the pretense themselves (Clark & 
Gerrig, 1984). If the addressee or audience is not able to see through the pretense, then the 
established common ground is not enough to convey the ironic meaning.  
 

2.5 Hybrid theories 
Some hybrid theories have been developed based on the echoic and pretense theories, such as 
echoic reminder theory by Kreuz & Glucksberg (1989), adding the idea that irony is 
accomplished by reminding an audience of a previous event, and Kumon Nakamura’s 
allusional pretense theory. This theory combines features of previously mentioned theories 
by proposing that ironic remarks allude to failed expectations, usually violating the maxim of 
quality, i.e speakers should not say what they believe to be false (Kumon-Nakamura, 1995). 
These theories are only mentioned here because they indicate the seminality of the echoic 
and pretense theories, which are central to my study, rather than adding radically new ideas.   
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2.6 Markers and intentions 

So far, we have covered the importance of common ground and theories on how irony is 
produced, but how people signal irony in text is still left to discuss. In oral language irony is 
most effectively conveyed through changes of intonation, nasalization, exaggerated stress and 
many other phonological functions (Attardo, 2000). Since this paper aims to examine written 
comments on Twitter, these aspects are obviously not available. In order to determine if a 
written comment is ironic or not, features such as typographical means and co-text need to 
be taken into consideration (Attardo, 2000). Typographical means are attempts to transcribe 
verbal language into text, which often proves to be a difficult task (Attardo, 2000). To convey 
irony such means can involve a whole set of different characters such as capital letters, 
hashtags, ‘scare quotes’ and ellipsis (‘...’), which “mark a suspended utterance, thus alerting 
the reader to potential other meanings left unsaid” (Attardo, 2000, p. 9). While they certainly 
signal to readers that the writer wants to emphasize something, it might be difficult to 
interpret the intention as irony. Co-text does this more effectively since it signals irony in 
“incompatible elements in the same sentence, paragraph, or larger textual unit” (Attardo, 
2000, p.9). Using Wilson’s (2006, p. 1723) example once again, “As I reached the bank at 
closing time, the bank clerk helpfully shut the door in my face”, the acts of being helpful and 
shutting a door in someone's face are quite incompatible. 

While these aspects are important in understanding irony, it is also necessary to ask why 
irony is used. Since indirect language such as irony risks being ambiguous (and therefore 
always risks violating Grice’s maxim of manner), the reasons and advantages of using irony 
need to be taken into account. Attardo (2000) gathers research from several papers and 
proposes six reasons why a speaker might use ironic language. Irony can be used to signal 
group affiliation, sophistication, retractability, and evaluation, or to serve as a rhetorical 
device and politeness strategy. Group affiliation occurs when irony is shared through a 
speaker that distances him-/herself from what is literally said and creates an in-group feeling 
with the audience who interprets this message. At the same time, the effect can be that a 
person, or group, is excluded. Sophistication is the idea that indirect and ironical language 
use is sophisticated and more mentally challenging to interpret. Since irony often intersects 
with humor, a person who fails to understand the intended humorous meaning can be seen 
as less sophisticated. Group affiliation can therefore be related to sophistication. 
Retractability (also known in pragmatics as defeasibility) is connected to what is being said 
and what is intended. Since the intended but indirect meaning might be critical and 
controversial, the speaker can always claim that what has literally been expressed is precisely 
its meaning. This can be done in order to avoid punishment etc. Evaluation is the act of 
evaluating what has been said in relation to what is meant, which is often an expression of a 
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feeling or attitude. In the evaluation spectrum, the listener’s own evaluation regarding the 
subject is included, which can be assumed to be important to the speaker of the ironic 
comment. Irony can be a rhetorical tool since it refers to the common ground between two 
people and effectively proposes a memorable point. It is also a politeness strategy since it is 
an effective tool to use if a speaker wishes not to be impolite. Insults, for example, lose a bit of 
their edge when non-literal language is used. Dews’ (1995) findings regarding the function of 
irony correspond to Attardo’s research. In her paper she states that speakers may use irony in 
order to be funny, when literal language would not have the same effect and that it can also 
be used to take the edge out of an insult or to avoid a negative impact on a speaker’s 
relationship with an addressee (Dews, 1995).  

2.7 Replies to Trump’s tweets 

After taking office in January 2017, Trump’s presence on Twitter became more highlighted 
than ever. The shift from being a familiar business man often seen on TV to be the leader of 
the United States obviously attracts attention, and his public and social media appearances 
often produce news headlines. As mentioned in the introduction, the discrepancy between his 
position and his talking twitter practice, evokes an interest in seeing what type of comments 
he receives on his tweets. Given the positions taken on political issues and his often un-
statesmanlike behavior, comments with an ironic intention are to be expected. Because of 
this, replies to his tweets can provide a sample to study verbal irony (selected according to 
Attardo’s (2000) definition of ironic markers) in a social media context.     

3. Methods 

The study presented in this paper aims to map out the functions and effects that responses to 
Donald Trump’s tweets have in terms of the theories of irony previously described in the 
paper. Section 3.1 describes how the data was selected and categorized. In section 3.2 
strengths and weaknesses of the study are discussed. Section 3.3 rounds off by introducing 
the original tweets by Trump, which elicited the replies serving as data for this study. 

3.1 Data collection and categorization 

Initially, the aim was to gather as many replies as possible from a single tweet, but since 
Twitter’s web interface stops loading after 50-150 replies, a different method was needed. 
Therefore, the data were retrieved by gathering replies to several tweets made by Donald 
Trump regarding the same subject, namely the success of the stock market. The method used 
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to collect data was constructed as a point-in-time study, which means that the gathering of 
data was done in a single specific day, since viewable comments vary from day to day.  
 
Since the aim is to find comments containing verbal irony, markers of irony were used as 
criteria. These are mentioned in section 2.6 and consist of typographical means, such as 
capital letters, hashtags, scare quotes and ellipsis and co-text, where contextual 
contradictions serve as hints that a maxim is being flouted. As replies to tweets can be 
commented on by any user and create long discussions, only direct replies to Trump’s tweets 
were used. Even though replies containing pictures would qualify as co-text, these were 
excluded from the study since the amount of information to analyze would quickly have 
escalated. The replies had to be in English in order to be understood and replicates of a reply 
were only counted once. Since Twitter is a forum open for anyone to post and read 
comments, it was assumed that no consent was needed to use the comment for this study. 
Every comment was photographed with a screenshot and transcribed.  

Tweets from Trump containing information about the success of the stock market 
were gathered according to the criteria mentioned in the data selection. Once all comments 
from a tweet were gathered, they were analyzed according to the paper's main focus on the 
use of irony. The recognition of irony is separate from the interpretation of an ironic 
comment, which is why they were analyzed in four steps: 

1. Does the reply express disagreement with Trump's initial tweet? 
2. What purpose does the person who posted the reply have? 
3. Which theory of irony does the reply reflect? 
4. Is the reply flouting a maxim? If so, which one? 

3.2 Weaknesses of the study 

Since human perception can be different, it is of course possible that the result is not reliable. 
Irony interpretation requires understanding the context in which it takes place and of the 
ironic markers. Attardo suggests that listeners/readers who do not understand intended 
irony fail to grasp co(n)-textual clues or indices (2000). The lack of common ground is the 
crucial point for not interpreting irony, but in cases where uncertainty arose, it was solved 
through Internet searches. Due to the fact that this study is based on tweets which do not 
include important ironic markers such as intonation, stress and other phonological means, it 
certainly becomes more difficult to interpret some comments. Another issue is that some 
comments are very short and sometimes a bit vague in terms of being ironic or not. However, 
what this means is that there is a possibility that an ironic comment was not spotted since 
enough common ground is not established.  
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The aim was to gather an amount of comments on the same tweet in chronological order, but 
I quickly realized that Twitter does not let their users browse through comments this way. 
The issue is that once a tweet reaches a certain amount of replies, Twitter’s interface stops 
loading new comments when 50 – 150 replies have been browsed. In addition, replies that 
are up-voted by other users are more likely to be a part of the top comments. This is part of 
an algorithmic order that Twitter has applied to the comment section, most probably to ignite 
conversations. Because Twitter is a discussion-based platform, the process of ranking 
interesting comments higher than others is understandable. However, from the point of view 
of a study such as this, it makes diversity among comments more difficult to identify. In an 
attempt to remedy this weakness, I e-mailed Twitter inquiring about the possibility to get 
access to all the comments on a specific tweet, but as expected I got no reply. Fortunately, a 
sufficient number of replies were gathered by taking them from several tweets making the 
sample arbitrary, rather than random. However, the fact that the harvested replies are 
products of Twitter’s algorithmic ranking reduces the study’s reliability.  

3.3 The tweets 

Tweets regarding the stock market were picked because of Trump’s regular tweeting about its 
success during his time in office. Three tweets were picked and given a number in order to be 
tracked more easily throughout the analysis: 
 
Tweet #1 - 29 Nov. 2017: Looks like another great day for the Stock Market. Consumer 
Confidence is at Record High. I guess somebody likes me (my policies)!  

Tweet #2 - 30 Nov. 2017: Stock Market hits new Record High. Confidence and enthusiasm 
abound. More great numbers coming out! 

Tweet #3 - 30 Nov. 2017: The Dow just broke 24,000 for the first time (another all-time 
Record). If the Dems had won the Presidential Election, the Market would be down 50% from 
these levels and Consumer Confidence, which is also at an all-time high, would be “low and 
glum!” 

These three tweets alone have received more than 64 000 replies so far, so it can quickly be 
concluded that this is only a tiny sample of comments. 
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4. Analysis and results 

The present section sets out to examine replies to Trump’s tweets in terms of ironical 
markers, intentions and theories of irony. Firstly, the results are categorized and 
quantitatively analyzed by how often irony is used while agreeing or disagreeing with Trump. 
Secondly, examples of ironic replies are analyzed in section 4.2 and non-ironic, more 
straightforward replies that are critical of Trump in section 4.3, along with a brief 
comparison of ironic and non-ironic replies. Lastly, examples of ironic replies where maxims 
are flouted are analyzed in 4.4.  

4.1 Quantitative account of the distribution of the data 

Across the three initial tweets from Trump described in Section 3.3, 337 replies were 
collected. Out of these 337 replies, 160 were collected from Tweet #1, 148 were collected from 
Tweet #2, and 29 were collected from Tweet #3. In the first step of the analysis, the 337 
replies were categorized in terms of whether they expressed agreement or disagreement with 
Trump's tweet, and whether verbal irony in some form was employed or not. This 
categorization gave the percentage results presented in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1. Number of replies agreeing or disagreeing with or without irony to each Trump tweet. 
 
It is clear that ironic replies were almost exclusively used in replies disagreeing with Trump. 
Only one example of ironic agreement was recorded while the rest of ironic replies were 
disagreeing with Trump. Tweet #2 triggered the most ironic replies in proportion to the 
amount of replies loaded, followed by tweet #1 and #3. The reason that tweet #2 gathered 
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more ironic replies than the other two is further analyzed in section 4.2. Figure 2 displays a 
summary of all the agreeing and disagreeing replies.  

 
Figure 2. Total number of users agreeing and disagreeing with or without irony. 
 
The figure shows clearly that most replies disagreed with Trump, regardless if they used irony 
or not. The fact that about 86% of the comments disagree with Trump and about 23% of all 
comments are ironic indicates that Donald Trump’s Twitter account is certainly not only 
followed by people who voted for him and agree with his policies. However, the main focus of 
the study is to examine the ironic replies and see if these display the characteristics of irony, 
which is done in the next section. 

4.2 Qualitative analysis of ironic comments 

In this section, a qualitative analysis of the data is implemented where each category of 
interest is explicated through analysis of tweet comments. 
 
Ironic comments appeared, as expected, among replies to Trump. As mentioned earlier, in 
order to spot ironic comments, it was necessary to resort to typographical means and co-text. 
Co-text proved to be the most common means of finding irony among comments such as in 
comment 1 on tweet #3: 

Reply 1. The climb Start Long before you were a glimmer in the eye of the deplorables. 
Then you the deplorable grand wizard try to take credit. SAD 
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Before analyzing the reply, it is worth mentioning that while his statements about the stock 
market value rising are true, the stocks have moved in this direction for the past 8 years. In 
other words, we can assume that Obama had something to do with this development. The 
idiom “a glimmer in the eye” implies that Trump was birthed by the “deplorables”, which is 
an interesting word choice since deplorable, became a symbol of Trump’s followers after a 
quote from Hillary Clinton during the 2016 elections (Nakamura, 2017). The term “grand 
wizard” is a non-literal use of words, drawn from the Ku Klux Klan’s highest ranking leader, 
implying that Trump is a white supremacist. The context that the user builds by attacking 
Trump this way, makes Trump appear as something of a contemporary nationalist leader 
trying to take credit for the success of the stock market that was rising long before his 
presidency. This comment is explicable in terms of echoic interpretation theory since the user 
draws on terms such as “deplorables” and “grand wizard”, which are widely known to most 
people in today’s society. At the same time, one cannot deny the fact that pretense theory can 
be applied here as well. The speaker pretends to be the narrator of a historic tale where 
Trump is an evil, Ku Klux Klan leader. The result is that the utterance displays both theories 
and it is impossible to say which one is most effective in producing irony, but both seem to 
rely on readers’ sharing the knowledge of the references made. It is of course possible that a 
person does not understand the irony and believes that the person posting the message 
actually speaks in that manner. The reader’s dependency on common ground with the writer 
of the comment is therefore essential, but it is very unlikely that a person who uses Twitter is 
not familiar with language like this. An conspicuous feature of the reply is the capitalized 
ending, “SAD”, which is an example of typographical hint of irony. In this case it mocks 
Trump in a sarcastic tone of his own word use, since he often makes use of this word with an 
exclamation mark at the end of his tweets. CNN even coined the term Trump-xclamations 
because of his frequent use of exclamations (2017).  

Even though co-text appeared to be the most common hint of irony, typographical hints of 
irony were found among the comments. One can be seen in comment 2 on tweet #3: 

Reply 2. Make America Broke Again! 

This person uses the typographical means of a capital letter at the beginning of the words to 
form an acronym, that is, an abbreviation made up of initial letters of a string of words 
creating a new pronounceable word. What makes the sentence ironic is that it draws on 
Donald Trump’s slogan, Make America Great Again, and to the acronym it forms: ‘MAGA’. 
Comment 2 is also an instance of irony that reflects the echoic interpretation theory since 
MAGA is well known to presumably every American and thus common knowledge. The user 
probably does not wish America to be broke again, but hints that raising the stock market to 
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record high levels time and time again will eventually lead to an economic crash, such as the 
one we saw in 2008. In the same period that these replies were published, Trump’s 
administration was trying to pass a tax reformation bill that, according to democrats, would 
cut taxes for wealthy Americans at the expense of the national deficit (BBC, 2017). 
REFERENCE Typographical means can again be spotted when a person labels a reply with a 
hashtag, such as in reply 3 on tweet #3: 

Reply 3. Damn but those Obama policies were really kick ass, weren’t they? 
#FauxPOTUS 

POTUS is an acronym for “President of the United States” and the person’s implied message 
is that Trump is a fabricated President who is not suitable for his position. As mentioned 
earlier, verbal irony is often the use of words that intends the opposite of what is said 
(Merriam-Webster, 2018). However, this reply is straightforward, but the user creates irony 
in the combination of the typographical hashtag, which is clearly critical, and the co-text that 
in a friendly and non-critical manner, suggests that the success is not actually thanks to 
Trump, but the result of Obama’s policies. Obama’s contribution to the job done recurs in 
ironic replies to Trump. Many people simply put “Thanks Obama” when Trump takes credit 
for the success of the stock market, which is a direct attack on Trump and his supporters. 
Trump’s craving for recognition of his share in the rising economy is ridiculed since he takes 
credit for something that still has momentum from Obama’s period in office. Even though the 
replies were posted on Trump’s tweets, it can be assumed that the message is not only 
directed to him, but also to the people that support him. In the first place, this is because 
critical, ironic replies are most likely aimed at ridiculing the policies and acts of Trump, 
which he obviously supports but also people who voted for him. Secondly, as mentioned, 
three tweets by Trump alone generated more than 65 000 comments, so it is very unlikely 
that he reads all the replies and there is a greater chance that a supporter will read it. 

As mentioned, there was a single ironic reply that did not appear to be criticizing Trump, 
namely reply 4 to tweet #2: 

Reply 4. Gimme some stock picks, Donnie Don! 

Donald Trump’s former real estate career before becoming President is the related co-text in 
this comment. By calling Trump ‘Donnie Don’, this typographical sign creates a humorous 
touch which boosts the irony of the comment. In terms of pretense theory, this comment 
becomes ironic because the person does not expect Trump to meet this explicit request, but 
rather regards him as an appropriate candidate for the presidency when it comes to economy 
issues, or, ironically, that the personal, intimate, and disrespectful address implies that 
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trading is all knows and that he really only favors his closest friends and not the average 
American. 

4.3 Qualitative analysis of non-ironic comments 

As mentioned, critical responses were much more represented compared with those that 
agreed with Trump. This was expected, but an interesting aspect that can be discussed is the 
different effects achieved by using a more literal, and thereby straightforward approach. Does 
literal usage have greater or lesser effect compared to an ironic reply? Let us take a look at 
reply 5 on tweet #2: 

Reply 5. You have done nothing!!! You have not pass any legislative achievement and 
have not policy in place for anything.  Your policy is destruction and soon you will see 
that no one, NO ONE, is above the law.  You and your clowns will be bring to justice. 

The intention of the reply is explicit and straightforward and does not contain ambiguous 
phrases that can be misinterpreted. The person attacks Trump’s intelligibility regarding what 
he is tweeting and claims that the stock market success is not because of him or his policies. 
Because of the straightforward message, the reader is not left to evaluate the comment in the 
same way as ironic comments, which corresponds to Attardo’s reasoning regarding 
evaluation being less operative in non-ironic language (2000). Another point that Attardo 
suggests in his reasoning is that irony can seem more sophisticated than ordinary language 
use in the sense that it is more complicated. Therefore, it is interesting to compare similar 
comments that differ only through the use of irony and not. This can be done by comparing 
the frequent comment “Thanks Obama!”, with comment 6: 

Comment 6. Thanks OBAMA....not you, as it has been on an upward climb since 
Obama got us out of the recession. YOU KNOW NOTHING!!!! #resignalready 

The reply is perhaps an example of co-textual irony at first sight since Trump praises himself 
of the stock markets success, but the user then continues her reasoning by an explicit 
explanation why she thanks Obama. The ironic element of the reply is therefore overruled 
since irony should not be explicitly explained as pretense theory suggests (Clark & Gerrig, 
1984). The reply is straightforward but certainly not ironic and does not leave the reader in 
doubt as to how to evaluate the statement; their choice is only to agree or disagree. Another 
example of this is comment 7: 

Comment 7. Thanks you Barack Obama 4 recovering on a recession that president 
George Bush got us under !  Donald Trump has done shit except collude with Russia 
and lies all the time, He's the most corrupt president ever !! Lock him up !!! 
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This reply follows the same pattern of explicitly explaining what the person believes is wrong 
with Trump’s tweet. The phrase “Lock him up !!!” however, echoes Trump’s often repeated 
reference to Hillary Clinton and other “crooked dems”, as he often calls democrats. The reply 
also echoes Trump’s characteristic habit of describing himself in superlatives, but here in a 
negative rather than a positive sense. The superlative attributes are shared common ground 
among people who followed the recent presidential election and echoic interpretation theory 
certainly applies to it, but the comment as a whole cannot be defined as ironic.  

4.4 Flouted maxims 

Only the ironic replies were examined regarding maxims flouted. It turned out that all ironic 
replies did flout the maxim of relevance, such as the example “Thanks Obama!”. In second 
place, the maxim of quality was placed, followed by manner and quantity. Figure 3 shows the 
number of replies that flouted maxims:  

 
Figure 3. The number of maxims flouted in ironic comments. 

All ironic comments flouted the maxim of relevance, which clearly shows that relevance is 
extremely important, if not needed, in order for irony to be produced. However, replies can 
flout several maxims at the same time which was shown in fifteen comments where the 
maxim of quality was flouted. In two comments the maxim of manner was flouted. In order 
to demonstrate examples of flouting of a maxim, replies are examined in section 4.3.1. Since 
co-text is very important to understand why a specific maxim is flouted, the initial tweets 
from Trump are re-printed in this section. 
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4.4.1 Ironic comments flouting a maxim 

The first example in the section illustrates flouting of the quality maxim: Do not say what you 
believe to be false. 
 

Tweet #1: Looks like another great day for the Stock Market. Consumer Confidence is 
at Record High. I guess somebody likes me (my policies)!  

Comment 5. Oh yes. everything is about you 

By agreeing explicitly with Trump by writing “Oh yes” and continuing by not proposing an 
alternative to interpreting the comment, it seems like the person does not believe everything 
to be about Trump, which flouts the maxim of quality. The intention of the comment is to 
mock Trump’s need of approval and that he does not have much to brag about.  

Considering Merriam-Webster’s definition of a sub-type of irony, “the use of words to express 
something other than and especially the opposite of the literal meaning”, should not every 
ironic reply then flout the maxim of quality if the speaker does not mean what he/she is 
saying? It is true that this is an effective way of describing irony since it is often true, but not 
always. Consider reply 3 on tweet #3 again: 

Reply 3. Damn but those Obama policies were really kick ass, weren’t they? 
#FauxPOTUS 

This reply qualifies as ironic, but it does not flout the maxim of quality. The user does not 
seem to have another intended meaning than what is said, but the co-text creates a flouting of 
the maxim of relevance instead. This is, further analyzed later in the paper. 

Next, is the flouting of the manner maxim: Avoid obscurity and ambiguity, and the quantity 
maxim: Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of the 
exchange). 

Reply 6. “When you assume….”  

This person alludes to the slang phrase that goes, “When you assume, you make an ASS out 
of U and ME”, in order to deliberately show that Trump is arrogant. This is very ambiguous 
and, because the reply is incomplete, it is uncertain how many people would understand the 
intended meaning of the sentence. If they do, however, the irony is conveyed because of 
group affiliation of knowing that the reply is intended to mock Trump, which qualifies as 
flouting the maxim of quantity.  
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On the other side of the spectrum, a user can create an ironic touch by exaggerating and as in 
the case of reply 7, flouting the maxim of manner: Be brief. 

Reply 7. “Thank ya @realDonaldTrump! I went to the garage this a.m.  & my car 
cranked up.  It was all due to you. I knew when the sun rose you were looking over 
me, you made da sun rise. Oops, my bad! That wasn't the sun. That was your orange 
hair in my nightmare.” 

In the initial tweet, Trump puts himself on a pedestal and implies that because of his policies, 
a divine source has rewarded him and the shareholders with great numbers on the stock 
market. By responding to Trump in the same fashion of the initial tweet and extending the 
divine powers to Trump himself, thanking him for non-political matters that he does not have 
anything to do with, the reader is left to understand that this user is actually ironic. The 
reply’s twist is when the user “realizes” his mistake and uses Donald Trump’s hair as a 
symbol for the sun in his nightmare. This exaggerated and long message qualifies as flouting 
the maxim of manner. 

Tweet #3 had several replies flouting the maxim of relevance: 

Tweet #3: The Dow just broke 24,000 for the first time (another all-time Record). If 
the Dems had won the Presidential Election, the Market would be down 50% from 
these levels and Consumer Confidence, which is also at an all-time high, would be 
“low and glum!” 

Reply 1. The climb Start Long before you were a glimmer in the eye of the deplorables. 
Then you the deplorable grand wizard try to take credit. SAD 

Reply 2. Make America Broke Again! 

Reply 3. Damn but those Obama policies were really kick ass, weren’t they? 
#FauxPOTUS 

What all these replies do is flouting the maxim of relevance since they at first sight do not 
seem to be relevant to Trump’s initial tweet. But because of co-text and typographical means, 
features in the replies, such as Trump’s mention of democrats in the tweet and the 
gratefulness to the former democratic President Barack Obama in reply 3, the reader is 
allowed to interpret the intended meaning of the reply which ends up in flouting the maxim 
of relevance. 
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5. Conclusion 

The findings of this study are related to theories of irony as well as users’ replies to Donald 
Trump’s tweets. Through three tweets from Trump, 337 replies were gathered and 78 out of 
these (23%) are ironic. The results indicate that verbal irony is apparent in replies directed to 
Donald Trump and they are mostly intended to ridicule and criticize him. The replies are 
most often built on a co-text that signals a hidden intended meaning in the non-literal 
language to the reader. It can also be concluded that most replies to Trump’s tweets criticize 
him, even though they are not always doing this through irony. As Trump is very eager to 
credit himself for the success of the stock market, this is exactly what he gets criticized for. 
People rather seem to hold Obama ‘responsible’. Theories of irony such as echoic 
interpretation and pretense are applicable, although echoic interpretation seems to be more 
used in replies to Trump. The reason for this is that most of the replies allude to widely 
known ideas and concepts which they in fact do not support, rather than featuring pretense 
in an ironic way. It was also clear echoic and pretense mechanisms can coexist in the same 
utterance. The maxim of relevance was flouted most often, followed by quality, manner and 
quantity. In view of Merriam-Webster’s definition of one sub-type of irony, “the use of words 
to express something other than and especially the opposite of the literal meaning”, one 
would assume that the maxim of quality (Do not say what you believe to be false) would be 
the most flouted maxim. However, several examples showed that a speaker’s reply can 
feature irony without actually using non-literal language. In cases such as this, irony relies on 
co-text that creates a clash of relation which instead flouts the maxim of relevance.  The study 
is based on a large amount of research in the field of irony, which has helped to effectively 
pinpoint ironic markers and signals. However, since irony can take many forms, the chance 
of missing an ironic remark is possible due to lack of common ground. This may mean that 
non-native speakers of language may miss ironic utterances, especially if they are also 
ignorant of cultural common grounds.  Another issue with the results is that the acquired 
replies are only a fraction of the 65 000 comments that are submitted on Trump’s tweets. 
This makes the reliability of the study uncertain since it is difficult to reproduce.  

In conclusion, Trump’s tweets are critically treated by other Twitter users and a fair deal of 
people make use of irony in order to more effectively express their dissatisfaction. If it is 
Trump’s policies that provoke people, or his generally unacceptable behavior is uncertain, but 
one can be sure that he is the first American President to ‘misuse’ social media in terms of 
expected statesmanship. 
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