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1. Introduction 

Social media has changed the way political parties conduct their election campaigns, and the 

relationship between “content, emotions, and user engagement is a central question for the under- 

standing of politics in the digital era” (Gerbaudo et al. 2019: 1). Twitter “offers a fertile ground for self-

presentation” and is considered by many “to be the preferred ‘political’ medium” (Kissas 2020: 272) 

as it provides a rapid, unmediated channel to distribute opinions to a wide audience.  A number of 

studies look at how politicians’ use of social media may influence voters (Bright et al. 2020, Barberá 

et al. 2015) or examine the link between populism and various platforms (De Luca 2021, Kissas 2020, 

March 2017). Fewer studies focus on the role of evaluative language in achieving these ends (Breeze 

2019 & 2020, Gerbaudo et al. 2019, Hoffman 2018, Gross & Johnson 2016), so this study looks to close 

this gap by exploring how political actors use appraisal to increase support on social media. Using 

Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework, this analysis focuses on how emotion is expressed, 

and judgements proclaimed, in the tweets of the two main candidates in the 2019 UK General Election: 

Boris Johnson and Jeremy Corbyn.  

The snap General Election in 2019 may represent “one of the highest moments of political conflict in 

the UK” (De Luca 2021: 6). It was instigated by Johnson at the end of October 2019, three months after 

he succeeded Theresa May as Prime Minister and Leader of the Conservative Party. This was the third 

national vote in less than four years, following the Brexit referendum in 2016 and an early General 

Election in 2017. In 2016 the UK voted to leave the European Union with a majority of only 52%, and 

the snap election in the following year was May’s attempt to increase her party’s majority and 

strengthen her hand in the Brexit negotiations (BBC News 2017). This was an unsuccessful gamble and 

left the Conservative party with fewer seats, only able to form a government through securing the 

support of the Democratic Unionist Party. May resigned her position as leader of the Conservative 

Party, and her successor as Prime Minister: Boris Johnson, struggled to pass his Brexit deal through 

Parliament in 2019. Johnson’s response was to call yet another election in the hopes of securing a 

Conservate majority government which would support his motion and “get Brexit done”. Whilst 

ultimately successful, Johnson's strategy was not without risk, considering the significant surge in 

support Corbyn’s opposition Labour Party enjoyed in the 2017 General Election. This study examines 

how both main candidates utilised evaluation to present their party as the best option, and criticise 

the other side, in the social media campaign leading up to the election day on 12 December 2019.  

The study design builds on Hoffman’s (2018) analysis of the candidates’ tweets in the 2016 US Election, 

which found significant variation in the types of APPRAISAL used by Trump and Clinton as well as the 
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targets of these evaluations. Hoffman built upon Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados’ (2014) study of 

Spanish electoral debates, which used the Appraisal Framework to explore how the candidates 

presented positive-self and negative-other evaluation. This is the focus of the first research question, 

which anticipates that Corbyn and Johnson will use different appraisal features to promote their own 

parties and disparage their opponents.  

The Appraisal Framework (Martin & White 2005) is embedded in Systemic Functional Linguistics1, and 

is comprised of three systems of evaluation which work together to convey INTERPERSONAL meaning: 

ATTITUDE, ENGAGEMENT and GRADUATION. ENGAGEMENT considers how other voices are used to evidence 

or hedge the writer’s appraisals, and GRADUATION focuses on the intensity with which these claims are 

made. This study focuses on the main category of ATTITUDE, which captures the features of language 

used to convey emotions, opinions, and values. ATTITUDE is broken down into three subcategories: 

AFFECT, or emotion; JUDGEMENT, of people and their behaviour, and APPRECIATION, of objects and 

processes. These in turn are more finely segmented, explained in more detail in section 2.1. JUDGEMENT 

is likely to be the most salient resource for forming positive-self and negative-other evaluations, but 

this study anticipates variation in way the politicians use the subcategories to judge each other.  

The language of evaluation can also provide insights into wider campaign strategies. The second 

research question thus focuses on how the Appraisal Framework can help us understand the 

performance of populism. A basic definition considers populism as an emphasis on the people, as a 

collective in-group, positioned against a corrupt elite, rather than a fixed political ideology or focus on 

specific policy issues. As such, populism can be performed by both left- and right-wing politicians 

hoping to secure more votes. Moffitt and Tormey (2013: 383) note that “hardly any one self-identifies 

as ‘populist’, and there is no kind of wider global ‘populist movement’”. Instead, the performance of 

populism can be seen as “an appeal to the people; crisis, breakdown, threat; and ‘bad manners’” (ibid. 

382). How the concept of the people is constructed, and which enemies and crises they are presented 

against, can determine whether the politician is performing an exclusionary or inclusionary form of 

populism (Kissas 2020), and this study anticipates that the JUDGEMENT and APPRECIATION of these entities 

will help us uncover these differences. The use of AFFECT can also reveal how populism is being 

performed, as fear, anger and other negative emotions are key to populist rhetoric and can influence 

the way the public votes (Breeze 2019). The second research question considers whether Johnson and 

Corbyn’s use of APPRAISAL features can be understood as performing populism, and if so what type.  

 

1 Hence the use of SMALL CAPITALS to identify the different systems in the framework.  
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Although Twitter demographics are not representative of the population as a whole, leaning heavily 

towards younger, more affluent urban males (Bright et al. 2020: 993), the platform is still “an 

important site of study for those interested in studying the discursive construction of contemporary 

attitudes and ideologies about a range of social issues” (Squires 2015: 252). However, it is important 

to realise that tweets are more than 280 characters, and the third research question considers how 

the Appraisal Framework could capture the evaluative potential beyond the text of the tweet. The 

study will consider how Twitter practices, such as retweeting and quote tweeting, perform appraisal 

and how the affordances of the platform, such as @mentions and #hashtags, can be used as evaluative 

features. The majority of Corbyn and Johnson’s tweets contain multimodal resources, and Section 5.3 

will consider ways in which these semiotic modes could be incorporated into future studies to examine 

the APPRAISAL in the complete messages in the genre of political Twitter.  

1.1 Research questions  
 

1. How do Corbyn and Johnson use evaluation on Twitter to present a positive-self, negative-

other image? 

 

2. What can the Appraisal Framework tell us about the performance of populism in political 

campaigning online? 

 

3. How can the Appraisal Framework capture evaluative devices that are particular to social 

media pragmatics, or otherwise outside of the text? 

The next chapter provides a theoretical background by giving a more detailed overview of the 

Appraisal Framework, before presenting an introduction to previous research into political 

campaigning on Twitter. This is followed by a consideration of the definitions and features of 

populism, and a summary of related earlier studies. The third chapter presents the data and describes 

the methods used for analysis. The fourth chapter presents the quantitative results of the analysis and 

considers them in relation to previous studies; whilst the fifth presents a more qualitative analysis and 

reflects upon the findings in light of relevant theory. The conclusion revisits the research questions 

and considers areas for further research revealed by this work.   
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2. Background 

This chapter begins by detailing Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework, which is used to 

analyse the evaluation in the tweets of Corbyn and Johnson in the 2019 General Election campaign. A 

brief summary of research into political campaigning on Twitter follows, and then an overview of the 

theory of populism on social media. The chapter concludes with the results from previous studies that 

have applied the Appraisal Framework to political campaigning. 

2.1 The Appraisal Framework 

Thompson and Alba-Juez (2014: 5) champion evaluation “as one of the most basic and important 

functions of language, and one that it is worth investigating in depth”, and Zappavigna (2017: 435) 

proclaims that this element is at the heart of social media as “sharing and contesting opinion and 

sentiment is central to social media discourse”.  Many linguists have studied the way we use language 

to express opinion and emotion, including studies of evaluation, modality, and stance (i.e., Bednarek 

2006, Hunston & Thompson 2000, Hyland 2008), but Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework 

is “widely recognised as the most systematic and influential framework currently available for 

theorising evaluation” (Su & Hunston, 2019: 343). Whilst it may be tempting to consider that 

evaluation is “simply the expression of personal feelings” (Thompson & Muntigl, 2008: 112), the 

Appraisal Framework helps us see the bigger picture, looking beyond identity work to recognise the 

more social elements at play as “all appraisal can be seen as intersubjective in that it represents an 

appeal for solidarity (or, alternatively, enacts antagonism)” (ibid.). This solidarity versus negative-

other function makes APPRAISAL ideally suited for analysing political discourse, as politicians want to 

increase support for their own party whilst undermining the opposition.  

The Appraisal Framework divides the elements of evaluation into three systems: ATTITUDE is the 

emotions and opinions we express; ENGAGEMENT is how we position these stances in relation to the 

voices of others; and GRADUATION is the intensity with which we make these appraisals. This study 

concentrates primarily on how the writers use ATTITUDE to communicate their values to voters, and 

present a positive-self, negative-other evaluation.  

2.1.1 ATTITUDE 

The category of ATTITUDE is further divided into AFFECT, JUDGEMENT and APPRECIATION, which we may 

broadly interpret as emotions, ethics and aesthetics (Zappavigna, 2017: 438). These are in turn 

subdivided into more finely tuned categories, as shown in Figure 1, using examples from the tweets 

of Corbyn and Johnson.  
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A
t
t
i
t
u
d
e

AFFECT

(UN)HAPPINESS

+ I love my job 

- My heart goes out to the victims… 

(DIS)SATISFACTION

+ keep you and your family safe 

- vote to end the uncertainty 

(IN)SECURITY

+ I’m proud to be... 

- people who voted to leave feel ignored. 

(DIS)INCLINATION

+ Bring it on!  

- sick of campaigning to protect things…  

JUDGEMENT

NORMALITY

+  radical campaign for real change

- It doesn’t have to be like this 

CAPACITY

+  We've done it before. We can do it again. 

- parliament simply wasn’t working 

TENACITY

+  won’t give up without a fight. 

- the dither and indecision

PROPRIETY

+  compassion and human decency  

- the shameful result of a decade of cuts

VERACITY

+  an honest broker 

- a fraud on the British people

APPRECIATION

REACTION

+  we live in a great country

- an appalling incident 

COMPOSITION

+  the message was clear  

- a complicated area of law 

VALUATION

+  our country’s greatest institution 

- this scourge of antisemitism

Emotions 

People & behaviour 

Things & ideas 

How unusual? 

How able?  

How dependable? 

Ideational worth 

Balance or complexity 

How truthful?  

How ethical 

Quality or impact 

Confidence – disquiet  

Desire - fear 

Misery - cheer 

Interest - ennui 

Figure 1: The ATTITUDE System adapted from Martin & White 2005: 45-56, examples from twitter corpus 
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AFFECT concerns the emotions of the writer, or others, and includes the feelings of (UN)HAPPINESS— 

misery and antipathy, or cheer and affection; (DIS)SATISFACTION—boredom and anger, or interest and 

pleasure; (IN)SECURITY—disquiet and anxiety, or confidence and trust; and (DIS)INCLINATION—fear or 

desire (Martin & White, 2005: 48-51).   

JUDGEMENT is typically an evaluation of people and their behaviour, and can be expressed as 

NORMALITY— usual, special; CAPACITY—ability, skill; TENACITY— dependability, bravery; VERACITY— 

honesty; or PROPRIETY—decency, morality. As the projection of a positive-self, and the criticism of 

opponents, are an important communicative goals for politicians on social media, JUDGEMENT is likely 

to be the most used aspect of APPRAISAL in this study.  

The targets of APPRECIATION are normally concrete objects and abstract ideas. This area is divided into 

three subcategories—REACTION, COMPOSITION and VALUATION—which broadly correspond with the 

metafunctions from Systemic Functional Linguistics—INTERPERSONAL, TEXTUAL, and IDEATIONAL—or the 

cognitive processes of affection, perception, and cognition (Martin & White 2005: 58). REACTION relates 

to affection and concerns the IMPACT or QUALITY of the object being appraised. There is a close 

relationship between AFFECT and REACTION, as IMPACT is the emotion an entity inspires. The main 

difference is that AFFECT is felt within a subject, as in (1), and APPRECIATION is removed from the human 

experience and institutionalised as an intrinsic property of the object (Cabrejas-Peñuelas & Díez-

Prados 2014: 166), as in (2): 

 

(1) Awful to see the terrible flooding across the North of England (AFFECT: UNHAPPINESS) 

(2) yesterday's awful attack on London Bridge (APPRECIATION: REACTION) 

 

COMPOSITION is most closely related to aesthetics in that it concerns perception, and this category 

distinguishes between BALANCE (did it hang together?) and COMPLEXITY (was it hard to follow?). The final 

aspect of APPRECIATION is SOCIAL VALUATION, which concerns the importance attributed to something 

(was it worthwhile?) and is founded on personal and social ideologies (italics from Martin & White, 

2005: 56). Evaluation is “a profoundly culturally sensitive business” (Macken-Horarik & Isaac 2014: 84) 

and the category of APPRECIATION “is the most sensitive to context” (ibid.: 74), because different 

participants will have different parameters for judging value. Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados 

(2014: 180) give the example of public and private carrying different values for the political candidates 

in their study of Spanish debates linked to their ideological positions.  
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Expressions of ATTITUDE may be INSCRIBED evaluations, using a “attitudinal lexis that tells us directly how 

to feel” (Martin & White 2005: 62), or INVOKED if the words do not carry an inherent positive or negative 

meaning. There are several different ways of invoking ATTITUDE which can be seen as on a cline from 

the text to the reader, as shown in figure 2 with illustrations from the study’s corpus. 

 

Figure 2: Strategies for INSCRIBING and INVOKING ATTITUDE (adapted from Martin & White 2005: 67) 

 

Evaluations may be PROVOKED through describing situations that illicit appraisal through “attitudinal 

inference” (White 2008: 573). This is well illustrated by Thompson (2014: 51) who explains that “he is 

a cruel child” is INSCRIBED and “he throws stones at cats” is PROVOKED— whilst there is no evaluative 

lexis in the latter statement it is a clear negative JUDGEMENT of character as we understand this as a 

cruel act. Alternatively, metaphorical language may be used that puts us in mind of positive or negative 

situations, such as the example in figure 2, where the choice to use words connected to slavery 

PROVOKES a negative JUDGEMENT on the grounds of PROPRIETY.  

INVITED evaluations are more dependent on context and participants’ shared values or ideology. 

ATTITUDE may be FLAGGED by a signalling lexis that in itself does not contain an evaluative meaning, but 

hints that appraisal is intended. In the example above, the choice of a budget being slashed, rather 

than the more neutral cut, suggests a negative interpretation to the reader in this context, although if 

we were discussing a shop slashing prices a more positive reading would be invoked. ATTITUDE may 

also be FLAGGED with counter-expectation (however, only), as we are highlighting the target for a 

negative evaluation in this situation (Martin & White 2005: 67). The final, and most subjective, way of 

INVOKING evaluation is to AFFORD an interpretation dependent on values centred in the reader rather 

than the context. Hood (2019: 393) illustrates this well with the different possible interpretations of a 

 

 

Figure X: Strategies for inscribing and invoking ATTITUDE (adapted from Martin & White 2005: 67) 

The cruelty of this government  

Free themselves from the shackles 
of their billionaire owners  

 

The Tories have slashed £1 
billion from youth services   

The Conservatives don’t want 
you to register to vote 

Evaluative lexis 

Reading / shared values 

Signalling lexis 

Metaphor / illustration 

Text 

Reader 
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“traditional classroom”:  one reader may take this as a positive attribute; another may be neutral and 

imagine a prototypical learning environment with a black board and rows of desks; or a third may take 

this as a negative evaluation that the teaching is out-of-date. The interpretation will be “influenced by 

the general field of the text, the broader cultural setting and assumptions of shared values, and the 

subjective stance of the reader” (ibid).  

INVOKED evaluation is more likely to be used manipulatively as “it may be harder for readers and 

hearers to resist values which are assumed but not overtly expressed” (Thompson 2014: 51). It is also 

an effective resource for constructing group membership, because by understanding and accepting 

the value that is intended, a person demonstrates in-group status. The subjective nature of INVOKED 

ATTITUDE, and the interpretations it affords, can be a challenge to factor into systematic analysis, but 

this study anticipates that this type of evaluation will be a prevalent feature of political tweets. 

 

2.1.2 ENGAGEMENT 

The concept of language as dialogic—inseparable from the interaction between speakers— is inherent 

to the concept of ENGAGEMENT in the Appraisal Framework. Martin and White (2005: 94) maintain that 

their intention is to look at “meanings in context” and their system helps place the writer against “the 

backdrop of alternative opinions, points of view and value judgements against which all texts 

operate”.  

The system of ENGAGEMENT begins with the distinction between monoglossic and heteroglossic 

statements: whether we are presented with a single voice or if the existence of others is implied. If 

the statement acknowledges other voices their presence may CONTRACT or EXPAND the heteroglossic 

space, either affirming the writer’s stance or admitting the possibility of other points of view.  There 

is a strong link with evidentiality and modality, but instead of concentrating on the truth-conditions 

ENGAGEMENT focuses on the INTERPERSONAL aspects.   

Appraisals that CONTRACT the heteroglossic space may DISCLAIM opposing opinions or PROCLAIM and 

reaffirm the writer’s position. These are further subdivided into different functions. ENDORSE utilises 

other voices to bring deeper authority to the claim, by using strong reporting verbs such as 

demonstrate or show. PRONOUNCE uses formulations such as I contend or there can be no doubt, to 

demonstrate the writer’s commitment to the statement. CONCUR and DISCLAIM acknowledge potential 

objections and either incorporate them into the argument (naturally, admittedly… [but]), dismiss them 
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with a COUNTER (yet, although), or completely illegitimatise them through DENY (italics from Martin & 

White 2005: 134). Figure 3 shows the ENGAGEMENT system with examples from the tweets of Corbyn 

and Johnson:  

 

 

 

The heteroglossic space may be EXPANDED by admitting the possibility of other points of view. 

Expository questions, modals and hedges (probably, perhaps) ENTERTAIN these other stances, while 

ATTRIBUTION focuses on reporting verbs that neutrally ACKNOWLEDGE the other point of view (stated, 

according to…), or present it with more DISTANCE or doubt (claimed, suggested).  

The attitudes displayed in monoglossic statements also reveal a lot about the way the writer perceives 

their audience and the rhetorical strategies that they are utilising. Martin and White (2005: 95) 

describe these as statements of fact or indisputable truths as bare assertions, as they do not let in any 

doubt or difference. This is illustrated in (3) where Corbyn negatively JUDGES the press, and (4) where 

Johnson states the necessity for a system with positive PROPRIETY and COMPOSITION: 

 

(3) This is what media bias looks like  

(4) We need a fair and controlled Australian style points-based immigration system 

A
t
t
i
t
u
d
e

CONTRACT

DISCLAIM

DENY

it doesn't have to be like this 

COUNTER

they said creating the NHS was 
impossible, but we did it    

PROCLAIM

CONCUR

it's common sense...

PRONOUNCE

we stand together to say never 
again. 

ENDORSE
163 of our country's top economists 

and academics agree

EXPAND

ENTERTAIN
Whose side are you on?

ATTRIBUTE

ACKNOWLEDGE

Nelson Mandela once said...

DISTANCE What possesses someone to react 
to an entirely avoidable tragedy like 

Grenfell by saying...

Confirming 

speaker’s 

stance 

Allowing for 

other points 

of view 

Figure 3: The ENGAGEMENT System adapted from Martin & White 2005:134, examples from twitter corpus 
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When a writer uses these un-hedged expressions, they imagine an audience who shares the same 

knowledge, values, and beliefs; and make “an assumption of ontological, epistemic and axiological 

commonality between textual voice and audience” (White, 2003: 263). When these bare assertions 

include strong negative evaluations, the writer is suggesting that they possess both the status and 

moral high-ground to pass judgement and shut-out other viewpoints: “the authority to both derogate 

and to ignore” (ibid. 264). It is likely that the majority of statements in our Twitter data will be 

monoglossic, and a thorough investigation of ENGAGEMENT is beyond the scope of this study, but 

pertinent examples of heteroglossia are considered in the discussion chapter.  

2.1.3 GRADUATION  

The final system of appraisal, GRADUATION, explores the options writers have to strengthen or 

downgrade the FORCE (intensity) or FOCUS (specificity) of their ATTITUDE and ENGAGEMENT. As outlined in 

figure 4, FORCE may be communicated by QUANTIFICATION- the number, size or distribution of a claim - 

or INTENSIFICATION - the degree of a QUALITY or the vigour of a PROCESS. FOCUS is concerned with the 

prototypicality of a quality and may be SHARPENED to reflect a true example or SOFTENED to indicate a 

vaguer definition.  

 

 

 

 

 

A
t
t
i
t
u
d
e

FORCE

QUANTIFICATION

NUMBER

three-million people

MASS

huge price rises

EXTENT: 
PROXIMITY the dither, delay and division of  

recent yearsh

EXTENT: 
DISTRIBUTION

across the whole country 

INTENSIFICATION

QUALITY

very sad to hear about...

PROCESS
It's absolutely vital that we continue 

to invest

FOCUS

SHARPEN
real change

SOFTEN a bit more

Figure 4: The GRADUATION System adapted from Martin & White 2005:154, examples from twitter corpus 
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GRADUATION features can be ISOLATED words that specify the scale of a phenomenon, or the effect may 

be INFUSED by using words that entwine ATTITUDE with GRADUATION, understood as operating on a cline 

such as content-happy-ecstatic (Martin & White 2005: 154). GRADUATION can also be realised through 

repetition, either at a sentence level or in the whole text.  Some examples of how GRADUATION is used 

are given in the discussion, but a thorough analysis was not feasible within the constraints of this 

study. The context in which the candidates use the most INFUSED appraisals will be considered in 

Section 4.4.    

In summary, this study uses ATTITUDE to uncover how the politicians portray both positive-self and 

negative-other evaluations, and it is anticipated that JUDGEMENT will be the most salient resource they 

draw upon to convince voters of their ability to govern and denigrate their opposition. As political 

discourse is a subjective business, a high degree of INVOKED evaluations is likely as these rely on shared 

social values. Due to the 280 character-limit on Twitter, and the need for politicians to present their 

assertions as fact, it is presumed that the majority of statements will be monoglossic and so an analysis 

of the ENGAGEMENT system is not built into the study design.  

2.2 Political campaigning on Twitter  

Although political discourse takes place across all social media platforms, Gross and Johnson (2016: 

749) believe Twitter deserves special interest when examining the dynamics of electoral campaigning. 

More traditional communication modes take time to design and print, but politicians can react quickly 

to current events—and attacks from the opposition—on Twitter. The absence of external gatekeepers 

to the platform provides more equal, instantaneous participation for all candidates, as no one is 

moderating or mediating the content, and the lack of budgetary constraints allows politicians to 

communicate messages more frequently than ever before. Margetts (2017: 387) notes that in the 

2017 election pro-Labour videos costing less than £2,000 were seen by nearly ten million people and 

were much more cost-effective than the Conservative’s £1 million spend on Facebook advertising.   

Twitter provides a channel for political parties to challenge the perceived bias of traditional media 

streams (Gross & Johnson 2016: 749), as we see when politicians comment on or correct inaccurate 

reports, or with Donald Trump’s infamous allegations of “fake news”. Twitter has been widely adopted 

by politicians, and as such Gross and Johnson describe it as a “cross-over” medium (ibid), linking 

traditional news streams to newer social media, as evidenced when tweets become stories in the 

press. Furthermore, the character limit imposed by Twitter is not necessarily antithetical to political 

discourse, as producing concise soundbites for the media is a pre-established political strategy which 

has been part of the politician’s repertoire for many years (ibid.).  
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Bright et al (2020) studied the use of Twitter by constituency candidates in the 2015 and 2017 UK 

elections to ascertain whether social media activity led to an increased vote share over the average 

party gain. They identified different ways Twitter can be used to garner support: the Broadcast effect 

communicates campaign messages both nationally and locally; and the Interactivity effect allows 

politicians to foster relationships and build “perceived intimacy” with the electorate (2020: 990). Their 

findings suggest that the broadcast effect was the most successful method and that “replying to 

messages, retweeting, or engaging directly with the public does not seem to be a vote winner” (ibid.: 

1001), as these individual interactions were too small scale to make a significant difference. This study 

anticipates that the party leaders will primarily use Twitter as a Broadcast medium.  

Social media gives politicians a chance to provide the voting public with a glimpse backstage, adopting 

Wodak’s (2009) distinction drawn from Goffman’s (1959) theory of identity as performance. In this 

analogy frontstage is the scripted performance of politics presented to an authorised audience, and 

backstage is where the performers “step out of character” (Wodak 2015: 127). But, whilst we may 

feel as though we are seeing the “real” person behind the politics when we catch a glimpse of 

backstage discourse, i.e., when we read a tweet about a public figure’s more private or mundane 

moments, Wodak reminds us that “when performers are backstage, they are nonetheless engaged in 

another performance” (ibid.). Twitter is seen by many as blurring the line between the personal and 

the professional (Gillen & Merchant 2013: 48), and this study anticipates finding the candidates using 

backstage performances to create positive-self evaluations of NORMALITY.  

Evaluation can play a key role in influencing voters, and it is widely acknowledged that Donald Trump’s 

victory, and the outcome of the Brexit referendum, are due in part to messaging on social media 

“dominated by negative emotions such as fear, hate, anger and resentment” (Gerbaudo et al. 2019: 

1). However, others highlight the efficacy of “positive posting”, and Gerbaudo et al. (2019) found that 

more optimistic Facebook posts received higher levels of user engagement than negative political 

messaging during the 2017 UK General Election. They describe the 2017 campaign as the “first real 

digital elections” (ibid.: 2) due to the pivotal role social media played in the campaigns, believing it to 

be particularly instrumental for the UK’s Labour Party as a way to circumvent the opposition of 

mainstream media. Corbyn’s messages promised hope and change; concepts which would be 

understood in the Appraisal Framework as positive APPRECIATION: REACTION and JUDGEMENT: NORMALITY. 

Corbyn’s focus on the policy areas of the NHS, public services, and employment, can be understood 

as carrying positive APPRECIATION: SOCIAL VALUATION. In contrast, the Conservative candidate, Theresa 

May, is described as “surprisingly neutral from an emotional viewpoint” (ibid: 7), with a social media 

strategy revolving around the issues of defence and terror, which the Appraisal Framework would 
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classify as AFFECT: INSECURITY. May included positive evaluations of her party’s CAPACITY to strengthen 

the economy through the Brexit process, whilst negatively appraising Corbyn as “unsafe hands” to 

complete the negotiation. Although Labour ultimately lost the 2017 election, Gerbaudo et al. (ibid.:8) 

maintain that their findings suggest an “appeal to positive emotions of hope, compassion, and 

optimism can be extremely effective in attracting user attention and engaging them in conversations” 

so this study expects to uncover more positive than negative appraisal in the 2019 election campaign. 

2.3 The Performance of Populism 

The rise of populism in politics has attracted an increasing amount of academic attention, even though 

there is still disagreement over how to properly define the term, with some even arguing that due to 

the focus on the will of the people, populism “can be understood as the ideology of democracy” 

(Moffitt and Tormey, 2014: 383, critiquing Canovan 2002). This study utilises the notion of populism 

as a political tool—a style that is performed—rather than a set range of policies and values, and as 

such a tactic that is available to all sides of the political spectrum.  

Kissas’ (2020) makes a distinction between inclusive and exclusive populism in a comparison of Corbyn 

and Trump as charismatic leaders on Twitter. Inclusive populism is described as progressive: looking 

to involve more of society and change the systems that marginalise minority voices. Exclusive populism 

is thought of as reactionary: creating the identity of “the people” to be placed in conflict with 

perceived threats such as immigration or the EU Parliament. Kissas describes Trump’s style as a defiant 

leader, going against the normal expectations of politicians to instigate a rebirth of the nation and 

“make America great again”. This chimes with Moffitt and Tormey’s (2013: 382) use of “bad manners” 

as a defining feature of populism, as it involves a willingness to flout the rules. Kissas describes 

Corbyn’s ordinary leader persona as presenting a melancholy vision of loss caused by an alienation 

from the establishment and a desire for a moral vindication that will enfranchise the many.  

March (2017) examined the differences in the performance of left- and right-wing populism in the UK 

to challenge claims that all politics has become populist, through a study of six parties’ manifestos 

from 1999-2015. The analysis measured three facets of populism: people-centred, anti-elite, and the 

promotion of popular sovereignty; finding that whilst the mainstream parties (Labour and the 

Conservatives) scored fairly close overall to the fringe parties (BNP, UKIP, SSP and Respect), there were 

significant differences in how this was constituted. The mainstream parties only scored highly on the 

people-centred parameter, so March argues that they should be considered as invoking demotism, or 

a closeness to the people, rather than populism. However, his study concludes by questioning whether 

Jeremy Corbyn, as an “outsider” leader, will change the party dynamic and lead to a populist 
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transformation of Labour (ibid: 300), so we may find more negative appraisals of the elite, and positive 

evaluations of popular sovereignty in the present study.   

De Luca (2021: 5) adds a fourth aspect to the performance of populism, stating that politicians will 

claim to understand the “general will”’ of the people. This may be revealed in the Appraisal Framework 

through positive JUDGEMENT: VERACITY of political actors voicing the people’s true desires. De Luca’s 

analysis of the use of the word people in the tweets of five party leaders in the 2019 General Election 

revealed that Corbyn and Johnson have differently shaped relationships with the electorate. Johnson 

had a “paternalistic attitude” (ibid.: 18) and created a vertical relationship by presenting “a single 

people to love, look after, and protect”.  In contrast, the people are positioned as the “key core around 

which Corbyn’s galaxy orbits” (ibid: 19)—his “heartland”—and the prevalence of campaign storytelling 

reflects the value Corbyn places on Labour Party members and supporters. Section 5.2.1 considers the 

appraisals of the people during the 2019 election to uncover how they are presented, whether popular 

sovereignty is invoked, and if the people’s priorities are claimed to be understood.  

Populists also operationalise emotion to influence voters. Breeze (2019) found, in an analysis of 

political press releases from 2017, that UKIP promoted fear and anger, which are understood as AFFECT: 

DISINCLINATION and DISSATISFACTION in the Appraisal Framework. The Labour Party drew primarily on 

concern and worry, or AFFECT: INSECURITY. Empirical evidence suggests that fear and anger produce 

different responses in voters, with those who are afraid being more likely to support conservative 

candidates—offering safety and security—and angry voters being more open to voting for a party that 

promises transformation (Breeze 2019: 40). Section 5.2.2 considers the role of negative AFFECT in the 

appraisals of the elite to see whether the candidates use fear and anger to sway the electorate.  

2.4 Previous studies 

Previous studies of political discourse focus on evaluation as expressing certainty or the politician’s 

emotional commitment to issues, but Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados believe that their 2014 

study is the first to focus on the persuasive function of evaluative language “when it is essential that 

politicians appeal to the public and convince them, while simultaneously criticizing the opponent” 

(2014: 161). They used Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework to analyse the televised 

debate between the two main candidates, Rajoy and Rubalcaba, in the 2011 Spanish election. Their 

study incorporates the concept of political implicature (Van Dijk, 2005), which is the associations 

participants make of politicians’ characters from the policy matters they bring into the discussion. 

This is appraisal at the most AFFORDED level, and takes key social issues as performing evaluation 

within the communicative situation: 
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In other potential contexts, such basic human rights may not be loaded with an 

evaluative function, but in a political debate, in which each candidate is trying to 

persuade the audience of the appropriateness and value of their ideologies and 

manifestos, these terms are used in an evaluative fashion. (Cabrejas-Peñuelas and 

Díez-Prados, 2014: 180) 

This perhaps accounts for why APPRECIATION was the most prevalent form of appraisal in their study, 

as terms such as employment, healthcare and security are loaded with positive SOCIAL VALUATION. 

They also found significant differences in the candidates use of different categories of JUDGEMENT. 

The challenger, Rajoy, focused on presenting his party as offering change, or positive NORMALITY, 

whilst condemning the government for negative CAPACITY. The incumbent candidate, Rubalcaba, 

focused more on the two parties differing ethically in terms of PROPRIETY.  

Hoffman (2018) built upon Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados’s study to examine the negative-

other evaluation used in the 2016 US election. Hoffman analysed 1,965 tweets by Donald Trump and 

Hilary Clinton, and found that Clinton almost exclusively targeted Trump, and used CAPACITY and 

PROPRIETY to undermine him. Trump, on the other hand, aimed his disapproval at a wider range of 

people and institutions, condemning their VERACITY. The present study continues in this vein by 

analysing the negative-other evaluation in the 2019 UK General Election to see if similar variation in 

the types and targets of appraisal can be found on the other side of the Atlantic. As Gerbaudo et al. 

(2019) found positive posting to be a prevalent feature of the 2017 British election, this study will 

also consider the positive-self evaluation present in the Twitter corpus. It is anticipated that Johnson 

will put his party forward as possessing the most CAPACITY and TENACITY, as embodied in the 2017 

Conservative slogan “strong and stable”, whereas Corbyn will continue to invoke PROPRIETY as in 

Labour’s previous tag line “for the many, not the few”. 
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3. Method 

3.1 Data  

This study examines 1,212 tweets posted by Boris Johnson and Jeremy Corbyn during the 2019 UK 

General Election campaign, collected using the Twitter API. The timeframe begins on Tuesday 29 

October 2019, when the Early Parliamentary General Election Act 2019 was agreed by the House of 

Commons and ends on Thursday 12 December 2019: polling day.  

As this discourse is widely available, and by major public figures, there are no ethical considerations 

for studying this data. The Finnish National Board on Research Integrity states that the need to 

anonymise data:  

 

“does not apply to public figures who exercise or who have exercised significant 

power and whose privacy is narrower than other individuals. Critical evaluation of 

the actions of public figures is an important part of the freedom of science enshrined 

in the Finnish Constitution” (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 2019: 57) 

In total, 1,837 tweets were collected, but the retweets were removed from the dataset to focus solely 

on the evaluative language used by the candidates2, leaving a corpus of 26,304 words in 1,212 tweets. 

Corbyn was the most prolific tweeter, posting 681 tweets with a mean average length of 23 words 

(15,768 words). Johnson was more concise with 501 tweets consisting of 10,536 words: an average 

length of 21 words. The main analysis only applies the Appraisal Framework to the text of the tweets, 

but the evaluative potential of other features and Twitter affordances is considered in Section 5.3.  

3.2 ATTITUDE and targets of appraisal  

The text of the tweets was manually annotated with the UAM Corpus Tool (O’Donnell 2012) which 

includes Martin & White’s Appraisal Framework as a prebuilt layer. All instances of AFFECT (HAPPINESS, 

SATISFACTION, SECURITY, or INCLINATION), JUDGEMENT (NORMALITY, CAPACITY, TENACITY, PROPRIETY or VERACITY), 

and APPRECIATION (REACTION, COMPOSITION, or VALUATION) were marked, but the finer subcategories were 

not deemed to be useful for this study. The schema was expanded to allow the targets of evaluation 

to be coded, divided into the categories outlined in table 1:  

 

 

2 For the purpose of this study, we accept the conceit that the politician is the author and curator of their Twitter 
stream, rather than considering the output as carefully crafted by a social media team. As our questions focus 
on the presentation of self versus other, and the performance of populism, accepting the gestalt nature of public 
figures seems to be appropriate.  
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Target Description 

Self  Praise directed to the politician as an individual 

Own party  Direct references to the candidate’s party, their policies, their 

politicians, activists, and members. 

Opponent Specific references to the other main candidate 

Other parties  References to other political parties and their policies. 

Current 

government  

Direct references to Parliament or their specific policies i.e., 

austerity, Universal Credit. 

The media  As an institution or individual publications 

The elite References to the few who wield power over the many: 

individuals, corporations, institutions, “they”. 

The people  Where the many are invoked as a collective unit. 

The country  Britain, UK, country, nation, “our precious union”. 

Campaign events People and places related to events on the campaign trail 

Democracy  This election, registering to vote. 

Other events  Current events in the UK and around the world. 

Tweet features Appraisals of media attachments, or quoted tweets  

Businesses  Small and medium sized businesses rather than large 

corporations, entrepreneurs 

Other  Individuals not engaged politically, or part of the elite, sports 

teams,  etc. 

Policy issues Brexit, the NHS, education, the environment, the economy, 

equality, security, police and crime, public services, 

privatization, older people and the disabled, young people, 

national unity, the arts, unspecified. 

Table 1: targets of appraisal coded into the UAM annotation layer by author 

The categories of targets are designed, on the whole, to favour the identification of actors rather than 

actions for two methodological reasons. Firstly, this provides a clearer picture of the whole pattern of 

positive-self versus negative-other evaluation by reducing some of the “noise” from the different 

policies included in the discourse. Secondly, this helps avoid the target-value mismatch that concerns 

Thompson (2014) and Su and Hunston (2019), when it is unclear if an evaluation is of a person or their 

behaviour. Thompson argues that we should take the “wording” (2014: 49) as the basis for the 

assignment of categories, but Martin and White (2005:60-61) accept double-codings as “hybrid 

realisations” and highlight that in many instances “the same attitudinal lexis can be used either to 

judge or appreciate”, so an INSCRIBED appraisal of a performance may also function as an INVOKED 

evaluation of the performer. In figure 5 the INSCRIBED APPRECIATION, utilising the JUDGEMENT lexis 

(cruelty), condones the welfare system of Universal Credit and creates an INVOKED JUDGEMENT of those 
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responsible in the realm of PROPRIETY. Hoffman’s (2018) solution to this dilemma when analysing 

Trump and Clinton’s tweets was to opt for the human target and JUDGEMENT whenever there was 

doubt. This study follows the same logic, accepting the hybrid nature of actors and actions.  
 

 

 
Figure 5: Negative JUDGEMENT: PROPRIETY/VERACITY of Conservative party 

As evaluations, particularly INFERRED ATTITUDE, often consist of multiple words or complete sentences, 

it is not possible to report normalised frequencies. Following Hoffman (2018) and Cabrejas-Peñuelas 

& Díez-Prados (2014), the appraisal features are presented as a percentage of the total ATTITUDE 

expressed. Chi-square tests (χ2) assess whether there is a statistical difference between the two 

politicians’ use of appraisal features, by contrasting the frequency of one subcategory against the 

occurrence of alternatives in that system. This allows us to see whether there is a statistically 

significant difference in the candidates’ styles of evaluation or if the variation is due to chance.   

3.3 Layers of Appraisal 

Evaluations may be nested inside other evaluations, with one expression of ATTITUDE functioning as a 

token of another type of appraisal. This can lead to issues in the application of the Appraisal 

Framework, called the “Russian Doll” problem by Thompson (2014). Thompson highlights that 

counting all instances of evaluation may produce seemingly contradictory findings, but to ignore the 

individual evaluative choices in favour of the dominant theme means we risk “losing sight of the trees 

for the wood [sic]” (2014: 62). Therefore, Thompson suggests considering these appraisals as working 

on different levels, and this analysis follows his suggestion by coding the overarching evaluations 

presented in the tweet as Interaction-Orientated Appraisals (IOA). This is the “forest”, the main point 

of the tweet, or what Swales (1990) would describe as the communicative purpose of the genre. 

Underneath these evaluations sit the Topic-Orientated Appraisals (TOA), and these “trees” represent 

a foundation of shared values that the primary, Interaction-Oriented, judgements are based upon. 

The Topic Orientated Appraisals are largely concerned with the policy issues that provide a foundation 

for the Interaction-Orientated Appraisals. The majority of these express positive SOCIAL VALUATION, but 

in some cases the polarity is ambiguous. To better align with Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados’s 

(2014) study design, the process of political implicature was foregrounded over other interpretations. 

For example, in Figure 6 the Interaction-Orientated Appraisal of Labour for positive PROPRIETY is 



19 
 

founded upon the Topic-Orientated Appraisal of the NHS as carrying high SOCIAL VALUATION. The 

political implicature is that saving a valued entity is a moral act. However, the negative APPRAISAL: 

REACTION of the NHS as “in crisis” cannot be ignored, so it considered as a further, deeper level of 

appraisal. This is more experiential than ideological: closer to an observable quality than the 

communal values embodied by the concept of the NHS, or the even more subjective performance of 

self. These second level TOAs are not captured in this analysis, which focuses on the higher-level 

interpersonal aspects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: example of multi-layered TOA of the NHS acting as a foundation for positive-self evaluation 

A further example of how the different layers of appraisal work is provided in (5), where the 

interaction-orientated appraisals are marked in bold and the topic-orientated are underlined. In this 

tweet Corbyn promotes the Labour Party through positive IOAs on the grounds of CAPACITY, NORMALITY 

and PROPRIETY. Many of these JUDGEMENTS are based on shared TOAs with the imagined audience: 

positive APPRECIATION of the NHS, national unity, and the environment; negative APPRECIATION of 

privatisation; and an ambiguous VALUATION of Brexit. AFFECT: INSECURITY is also included as a TOA with 

the threat we feel in the face of climate change:  

(5) We can end privatisation and rescue our NHS. [Labour: + CAPACITY 

[privatisation: – VALUATION, NHS: + VALUATION]] 

We can get Brexit sorted and bring our country together. [Labour: + CAPACITY 

[Brexit: +/ – VALUATION, national unity: + VALUATION]] 

We can tackle the climate crisis that threatens us all. [Labour: + CAPACITY 

[environment: + VALUATION, AFFECT: INSECURITY]] 

Labour Party: 
Actor

+ Propriety

Our NHS: 
ideological

+ social value

NHS crisis: 
experiental

- reaction

IOA 

 

 

 

TOA 

 

 

 

Second   
level 
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And we can rewrite the rules [Labour: +NORMALITY] of our economy to work 

for the many, [Labour: + PROPRIETY] not the few.  

The future is ours to make. #RealChange [Labour: +NORMALITY]  

 

3.4  Evaluation outside the text  

Whilst the quantitative study only identifies the appraisals in the text of the tweets, the third research 

question asks how other features of Twitter communicate evaluation. Twitter is a microblogging 

platform that allows users to post messages of up to 280 characters3 with picture or video 

attachments. Twitter was launched in 2006 and has 199 million daily users at the time of writing this 

paper (Twitter, 2021), although those who do not use the platform  still encounter tweets in the news 

or on other websites (Squires 2015:247). Twitter has been widely adopted by politicians and in the UK 

90% of MPs had a Twitter account, as of 6 May 2021 (Politics Social, 2021). The evaluative potential 

of Twitter affordances and practices is explored in section 5.3 with examples from the corpus.  

Twitter creates asymmetric networks, as the relationship between followers and followees does not 

need to be reciprocal. The platform’s perceived strengths: narrowing the space between celebrities 

or brands and ordinary people; and facilitating affinity spaces (Gee 2005) for users to commune with 

others with shared interests; require users to maintain a public profile (Squires 2015: 247). This leads 

to what is known as context collapse, as users are faced with several potential audiences at once and 

need to combine their various performances of identity, dependent on social context (work, friends 

etc), into a presentation of a unified, authentic self (Marwick & boyd4 2011: 122). Users navigate this 

tension by addressing their tweets towards an “imagined audience” which becomes visible “when it 

influences the information Twitter users choose to broadcast” (ibid.: 130). This audience becomes part 

of the performance of self and can be identified through the presumed knowledge and shared values 

the user invokes.  Breeze (2020: 553) notes that the imagined audience has a role in regulating “the 

‘temperature’ of what is said” by politicians on social media, and this influences their use of Appraisal 

features “to match with the target audiences’ supposed attitudes, or to inflame their emotions to new 

levels”. In this study the imagined audience will overlap with the construction of the people in the 

performance of populism.  

A third of the tweets collected for this study were retweets, and section 5.3.1 will consider how the 

Appraisal Framework could incorporate this practice. The retweet function allows users to 

 

3 140 before 2017 
4 sic 
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rebroadcast another’s tweet to their own followers, amplifying the message and contributing to the 

heteroglossic environment. The quote tweet function allows users to include a comment upon the 

post they are retweeting and introduce it with more context or appraisal. boyd et al (2010: 6), in an 

early study of retweeting, found that users gave mostly positive reasons for this practice, including to 

“publicly agree”, as “an act of friendship”, to show one is listening and to start a conversation. This is 

all interpersonal work, and Bright et al. (2020: 995) took retweets as a sign of interactivity in their 

study of politicians’ Twitter use.  

Twitter allows users to address others with the @mention, encouraging interactivity or conversation 

by directly attracting their attention from the broader noise of the heteroglossic stream (Squires 

2015:243). It also can notify a user that they are being “talked about”, rather than necessitating a 

response, particularly in the case of high-profile figures (boyd et al. 2010: 2). Finally, it creates a link 

to the mentioned user’s profile, allowing other users to easily interact with or follow them. Mentions 

were not a significant feature of Corbyn and Johnson’s tweets, but this feature should be considered 

under the system of ENGAGEMENT, and the types of users that were mentioned by the candidates will 

be considered in section 5.3.2.   

Hashtags can occur in any part of a tweet and have been described as a “folksonomy” (Lee 2018:1) as 

they categorise the discourse through user generated classifications rather than ones imposed by the 

platform. The function of hashtags may be simply EXPERIENTIAL—highlighting the subject of the tweet, 

at the beginning or end of the text—and they may have a TEXTUAL function and occur as a part of 

speech. They can also have strong INTERPERSONAL functions, often appearing as concatenated sets of 

words at the end of the tweet to appraise the preceding text (Zappavigna 2015: 278). Users can click 

the link that a hashtag creates to see other tweets that contain the same tag, a feature Zappavigna 

(2015) refers to as searchable talk. This allows like-minded individuals a form of connection termed 

ambient affiliation (Zappavigna, 2011), which the Appraisal Framework could include as ENGAGEMENT.   

Page (2012) views hashtags as a potent resource or currency in Twitter as a linguistic marketplace, 

finding that they are used most frequently by corporate entities with something to promote. This 

study anticipates that they will also be a key device in political campaigning. Section 5.3.2 further 

considers the use of hashtags by the candidates to promote positive-self evaluation and to perform 

ambient affiliation with the electorate.  

Twitter also allows users to share information through URLs to external websites, and boyd et al.  

(2010:3) identified that “sharing links is a central practice in [sic] Twitter”. Section 5.3.3 considers the 
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number and nature of the links shared by the candidates, and how this could be captured under the 

ENGAGEMENT system.   

Tweets are not just plain text objects, and sections 5.2.4-5 give consideration to the evaluative power 

of emoji, typology and variant spelling/punctuation in the writing. The majority of the tweets collected 

also contained media, with 196 using photographs or other images, and 222 including videos. 

Analysing the APPRAISAL in these elements systematically is beyond the scope of this study, but section 

5.3.5 explores some of the most salient features and suggests avenues for future research.  

The quantitative results of the analysis are presented in the next chapter, followed by a more 

qualitative discussion in Chapter 5, which draws upon corpus methods to analyse concordances of the 

appraisal features, and other items, to address the research questions.   
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4. Results  

This chapter presents the quantitative results of the analysis and compares these with the findings 

from the American and Spanish studies by Hoffman (2018) and Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados 

(2014). The chapter will first focus on the types and targets of the positive Interaction-Orientated 

Appraisals found in the corpus, followed by the negative appraisals. It then reveals the Topic-

Orientated Appraisals, which act as a foundation of SOCIAL VALUATION for the more INVOKED presentation 

of positive-self, negative-other evaluation. Finally, an analysis of words which communicate INSCRIBED 

ATTITUDE with the most INFUSED GRADUATION is presented. The following chapter examines the individual 

candidates’ styles of evaluation, the performance of populism, and Twitter practices and affordances 

in a more qualitative way.   

The analysis revealed 2,209 Interaction-Oriented Appraisals (IOA) in the tweets: 1,128 by Corbyn and 

1,081 by Johnson. As Johnson posted fewer tweets, the density of his evaluations is higher, at 2.16 

appraisals per tweet opposed to 1.66 for Corbyn, and they are more frequent at 102 per 1000 words 

compared to 71 per 1000 words. Table 2 gives an overview of the total IOAs, showing that Johnson’s 

style was more upbeat, with 89 percent of his total evaluations being positive, compared to 65 percent 

of Corbyn’s appraisals, and this variation is statistically significant (χ2= 178.26, p=<0.0001).  

 

ATTITUDE Corbyn Johnson Chi square significance5 

Number % Number % 

Positive  739 65.51% 966 89.36% 178.26 +++ 

Negative  385 34.13% 113 10.45% 177.23 +++ 

Ambiguous  4 0.35% 2 0.19% 0.59  
 

AFFECT 75 6.65% 202 18.69% 72.931 +++ 

JUDGEMENT 822 72.87% 688 63.64% 21.73 +++ 

APPRECIATION  231 20.48% 191 17.67% 2.82 + 
 

Table 2: overview of interaction orientated appraisals by candidate 

 

These results are surprising for two reasons. Firstly, the study of the 2017 UK election by Gerbaudo et 

al. (2019) showed that Corbyn used more “positive posting” than the Conservative leader of the time, 

so similar results were anticipated in the 2019 data. This may be evidence of the Conservative Party 

being more risk-averse in their strategy (De Luca, 2021: 19), or due to differences between the two 

 

5 + weak significance (p=<0.1), ++ medium significance (p=<0.05), +++ strong significance (p=<0.02) 
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social media platforms as Gerbaudo et al. (2019) analysed Facebook rather than Twitter. The second 

unexpected outcome is the implication that the British politicians have a different style to that found 

by Hoffman (2018) in the 2016 US election. Although his study only analysed negative ATTITUDE, 

Hoffman notes that these instances were “considerably more frequent than positive evaluations” 

(2018: 65), which is in direct opposition to this study’s finding that both Corbyn and Johnson favour a 

positive stance.  

The analysis found significant differences in the types of evaluation shown, with Johnson using a 

significantly larger proportion of AFFECT (19% vs 7%, χ2=72.93, p=<0.0001), and less JUDGEMENT (64% vs 

73%, χ2= 21.73, p=<0.0001) than Corbyn. This may suggest that Johnson’s tweets focus on himself and 

his feelings, whereas his opponent tweets more frequently about others and appraises their character 

and behaviour. This may concur with De Luca’s finding that party members and supporters were at 

the heart of Corbyn’s messaging (2021: 19). 

 

4.1 Positive Appraisals 

Table 3 shows the appraisals each candidate made by subcategory as a percentage of their total 

positive ATTITUDE. Both candidates favoured positive JUDGEMENT, making up around two-thirds of their 

positive appraisals. Johnson used a significantly higher proportion of positive AFFECT than Corbyn (18% 

vs 6%, χ2=56.05, p=<0.0001), and this can primarily be attributed to his repeated use of let’s…(n=107) 

as a marker of INCLINATION. Corbyn was more likely to express positive APPRECIATION (25% vs 17%, 

χ2=15.9, p=<0.0001), as he promoted the SOCIAL VALUATION of his own party—described as people-

powered—and the democratic process, by repeatedly encouraging people to register to vote.  

Although JUDGEMENT is the preferred positive ATTITUDE type for both candidates there are significant 

differences in the subcategories that they opt for. Johnson favours CAPACITY, making up 47% of his 

positive appraisals, and he uses this feature significantly more than his opponent (χ2= 134.21, 

p=<0.0001). Corbyn mostly utilises PROPRIETY (30% vs 11%, χ2= 91.78, p =<0.0001), but he is also 

statistically more likely to judge on the grounds of NORMALITY (15% vs 8%, χ2= 21.98, p =<0.0001) and 

VERACITY (2% vs 0.2%, χ2=15.37, p =<0.0001) than his opponent. These preferences can be seen in the 

party slogans and hashtags, as Johnson’s CAPACITY is centred on the premise that only the 

Conservatives can #GetBrexitDone, whilst Corbyn promises that Labour are #OnYourSide (PROPRIETY) 

and that they will bring #RealChange (NORMALITY).  
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Positive ATTITUDE 

IOA category  

Corbyn Johnson Chi square significance 

Number % Number % 

AFFECT 43 5.82% 174 18.01% 56.048 +++ 

   HAPPINESS 7 0.95% 7 0.72% 0.255  

   SATISFACTION 9 1.22% 2 0.21% 6.674 +++ 

   SECURITY 4 0.54% 8 0.83% 0.493  

   INCLINATION 23 3.11% 157 16.25% 76.562 +++ 

 

JUDGEMENT 509 68.88% 624 64.60% 3.441 + 

   NORMALITY 108 14.61% 73 7.56% 21.977 +++ 

   CAPACITY 92 12.45% 362 37.47% 134.207 +++ 

   TENACITY 54 7.31% 49 5.07% 3.684 + 

   PROPRIETY 221 29.91% 110 11.39% 91.775 +++ 

   VERACITY 16 2.17% 2 0.21% 15.368 +++ 

   UNCLEAR 18 2.44% 28 2.90% 0.342  

 

APPRECIATION  187 25.30% 168 17.39% 15.903 +++ 

   REACTION 66 8.93% 98 10.14% 0.71  

   COMPOSITION 7 0.95% 12 1.24% 0.331  

   SOCIAL VALUATION 114 15.43% 58 6.00% 40.98 +++ 

Table 3: positive IOA by ATTITUDE type and subcategory 

Table 4 shows the targets of the positive attitude for each candidate. Corbyn is more likely to praise 

his own party than Johnson is the Conservatives (58% vs 47%, χ2=19.26, p=<0.0001). However, as 

Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados (2014: 172) highlighted in their study, whilst looking at the 

percentages helps us compare styles in discourse of different lengths, there are other ways to 

interpret the data. In this case the absolute frequency of praise for the Conservatives (n=452) 

outweighs that directed at Labour (n=425), so audiences may interpret Johnson as more 

complementary to his own party. Johnson is significantly more likely to positively appraise the country 

(9% vs 1%, χ2=53.84, p =<0.0001), and slightly more likely to value the people (5% vs 3%, χ2=3.54, p 

=0.0599), whereas Corbyn celebrates the democratic process far more frequently, and is the only one 

to promote the links and videos embedded in his tweets.  
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Positive ATTITUDE 

IOA Target 

Corbyn Johnson Chi square significance 

Number %6 Number % 

Self 35 4.74% 58 6.00% 1.31  

Own party 425 57.51% 452 46.79% 19.26 +++ 

The country 7 0.95% 89 9.21% 53.84 +++ 

The people 25 3.38% 51 5.28% 3.56 + 

Democracy 59 7.98% 4 0.41% 67.42 +++ 

Campaign events 24 3.25% 38 3.93% 0.56  

Tweet features 31 4.19% 0 0.00% 41.27 +++ 

Policy issues 42 5.68% 56 5.80% 0.01  

Other 47 6.37% 43 4.45% 3.05 + 

Table 4: positive IOA by target 

4.2 Negative evaluation 

Table 5 shows the appraisals each candidate made by subcategory as a percentage of their total 

negative ATTITUDE. Corbyn tweeted more negative evaluations overall, and favoured JUDGEMENTS to 

criticise people and their behaviour significantly more than Johnson did (81% vs 56% χ2=29.26, 

p=<0.0001). Corbyn was most likely to condemn others on the grounds of PROPRIETY (54% vs 16%, χ2= 

49.85, p =<0.0001), whereas Johnson was most likely to criticise on the grounds of CAPACITY (25% vs 

7%, χ2=28.07, p=<0.0001).    

Although Johnson is significantly more likely to use AFFECT when making a negative appraisal (25% vs 

8%, χ2=23.40, p=<0.0001), both candidates evoked similar proportions of UNHAPPINESS and 

DISINCLINATION. Johnson used significantly more INSECURITY (17% vs 1%, χ2=57.43, p=<0.0001) to describe 

the uncertainty the country felt around Brexit. This is related to his higher use of negative APPRECIATION: 

COMPOSITION (8% vs 0.3%, χ2=26.36, p =<0.0001) to describe the chaos attributed to the current 

government.  

Corbyn and Johnson attack less on the grounds of personal characteristics than Hoffman (2018) found 

the American politicians did, as JUDGEMENT makes up 69% of negative appraisal in this study, compared 

to 95% in the US study. There is a higher proportion of AFFECT in the present analysis, constituting 16% 

of negative evaluation compared to only 1.45% in Hoffman’s study, perhaps suggesting that the British 

politicians’ style is more personalised, or they are giving the audience more of a backstage 

 

6 As AFFECT does not have a target these proportions do not equal 100% 



27 
 

performance (Wodak 2009). The British also seem to use more feeling than the Spanish candidates in 

Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados’s (2014) study. They found that AFFECT made up 3.8% of the total 

ATTITUDE expressed by Rajoy and Rubalcaba, whereas it accounts for 7.8% of all appraisals in this study 

(including TOA). However, caution must be taken with this comparison, as the increased likelihood to 

engage in emotion talk may not reflect a variation between the sets of participants but be attributable 

to the different genres: debate versus social media.  

 

Negative ATTITUDE 

IOA category 

Corbyn Johnson Chi square significance 

Number % Number % 

AFFECT 31 8.05% 28 24.78% 23.40 +++ 

   UNHAPPINESS 21 5.45% 8 7.08% 0.42  

   DISSATISFACTION 0 0.00% 1 0.88% 0.70  

   INSECURITY 2 0.52% 19 16.81% 57.43 +++ 

   DISINCLINATION 8 2.08% 0 0 % 0  

 

JUDGEMENT 311 80.78% 63 55.75% 29.26 +++ 

   NORMALITY 7 1.82% 0 0.00% 2.08  

   CAPACITY 27 7.01% 28 24.78% 28.07 +++ 

   TENACITY 8 2.08% 15 13.27% 24.86 +++ 

   PROPRIETY 206 53.51% 18 15.93% 49.85 +++ 

   VERACITY 56 14.55% 2 1.77% 13.86 +++ 

   UNCLEAR 7 1.82% 0 0.00% 2.08  

 

APPRECIATION  43 11.17% 22 19.47% 5.30 ++ 

   REACTION 31 8.05% 11 9.73% 0.32  

   COMPOSITION 1 0.26% 9 7.96% 26.36 +++ 

   SOCIAL VALUATION 11 2.86% 2 1.77% 0.41  

Table 5: negative IOA by ATTITUDE type and subcategory 

Looking at the targets of negative evaluation, as shown in table 6, Johnson directed more criticism 

towards the current government (38%) than his political opponent and opposing parties (20%). This 

finding is explored in more depth in the following chapter. However, although disapproval of 

Parliament made up a significantly smaller proportion of Corbyn’s negative appraisal (15% vs 38%, 

χ2=25.55, p =<0.0001), the relative frequency is higher, so audiences may perceive him as condemning 

the status quo more strongly. Furthermore, although only references to government, or Parliament, 

and their specific policies (Universal Credit, Austerity) were coded to this category, another reader 
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may interpret references to the Conservative Party or Johnson as a critique of the current 

administration rather than the political opponent. The majority of Corbyn’s condemnation is directed 

towards Johnson and the Conservatives (49%), but the elite also warrant a good proportion of negative 

attention (17%), discussed further in section 5.2.2.  

 

Negative ATTITUDE 

IOA targets 

Corbyn Johnson Chi 

square 

significance 

Number % Number % 

Opponent 76 19.74% 12 10.62% 5 ++ 

Other parties 111 28.83% 11 9.73% 17.22 +++ 

The media 12 3.12% 0 0.00% 3.61 + 

The elite 67 17.40% 0 0.00% 22.72 +++ 

Current government 58 15.06% 43 38.05% 28.55 +++ 

Current events 16 4.16% 11 9.73% 5.30 ++ 

Other 14 3.64% 8 7.08% 2.45  

Table 6: negative IOA by target 

4.3 Topic-Orientated Appraisal 

Johnson draws upon a shared schema of ideological value more often than his opponent with a total 

of 576 Topic-Orientated Appraisals (1.15 per tweet or 54.66 per 1000 words), compared to 396 for 

Corbyn (0.58 per tweet or 25.11 per 1000 words). However, it is of note that a number of Corbyn’s 

topics are contained within the videos posted with the tweets rather than the text itself, and therefore 

have been excluded from this analysis.  

As shown in table 7, Johnson’s five most frequent TOAs are Brexit (48%), the NHS (10%), policing (9%), 

education (6%) and immigration (6%). The 31 unspecified policy areas are the people’s priorities, or 

the “issues that matter”, which may be read as health, police and schools as these often occur together 

as a triumvirate (n=32). The evaluative polarity of Brexit is considered further in the next chapter.  

Corbyn’s Target-Orientated Appraisals cover a wider range of issues, and his five most frequent are 

the NHS (31%), the environment (10%), education and childcare (10%), employment (8%), and housing 

(6%). It is of note that for Corbyn the education category goes beyond schools to encompass pre-

school childcare, universities, and adult education. Crime, policing, and immigration are barely 

mentioned in Corbyn’s tweets (0.75%), despite being an important foundation for Johnson’s political 

implicature. This suggests that the two candidates’ imagined audiences (Marwick & boyd 2011) hold 

different social values.  
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TOA ATTITUDE Targets Corbyn Johnson Chi 

square 

significance 

Number % Number % 

NHS 123 31.06% 57 9.90% 69.665 +++ 

Education / Children 38 9.60% 36 6.25% 3.735 + 

Elderly & Disabled 23 5.81% 2 0.35% 27.926 +++ 

Crime & Policing 2 0.51% 49 8.51% 30.223 +++ 

Employment  31 7.83% 2 0.35% 40.043 +++ 

Security 10 2.53% 9 1.56% 1.135  

Immigration 1 0.25% 35 6.08% 22.317 +++ 

Housing 24 6.06% 0 0.00% 35.793 +++ 

Environment 41 10.35% 7 1.22% 41.744 +++ 

Brexit 14 3.54% 274 47.57% 218.229 +++ 

Unspecified 1 0.25% 31 5.38% 19.393 +++ 

Other policy areas 52 13.14% 47 8.16% 7.36 +++ 

Other targets /AFFECT  30 7.58% 25 4.34% 4.6 ++ 

Table 7: Targets of topic-orientated appraisals  

4.4 INSCRIBED ATTITUDE  

 

 Figure 7: INSCRIBED and INVOKED Interaction-Orientated Appraisals by candidate and polarity 

The majority of appraisals in the tweets either PROVOKE or INVITE evaluations by providing illustrations 

of the behaviour being judged or indexing values shared with the imagined audience (Marwick & boyd 

2011). A much smaller amount (37%, n=817) are INSCRIBED appraisal, using an evaluative lexis to 

communicate definite, explicit ATTITUDE. This is contrary to Hoffman’s (2018) findings, where 68% of 

Trump’s and 83.46% of Clinton’s evaluations were INSCRIBED, perhaps suggesting that the American 

politicians are more direct. Figure 7 shows the proportions of INSCRIBED and INVOKED ATTITUDE by 
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candidate and polarity, and it appears that Johnson is the more direct candidate, with 42% of his 

appraisals using an evaluative lexis, compared to only 32% for Corbyn (χ2=26.32, p=<0.0001). Both 

candidates INSCRIBE a higher percentage of their negative ATTITUDE than their positive, so although 

criticism is less frequent it is communicated with more intensity under the system of GRADUATION.  

 

The following tables (8 & 9) show the most common positive and negative terms that were found in 

the appraisal concordances as INSCRIBED ATTITUDE, INFUSED to perform GRADUATION: FORCE: INTENSITY. As 

these are individual words the normalised frequency per 1000 words is given, and the context they 

are used in is reported. The exuberant positive terms occur three times more frequently in Johnson’s 

tweets (11.4 words per 1000 vs 3.55), and the negative sanctioning terms are used over twice as often 

by Corbyn (3.93 words per 1000 vs 1.42).  

Both candidates enthuse about their campaign events and their fellow party members standing as 

MPs. Corbyn tweets more praise for his comrades and Labour party activists who are described as 

brilliant, wonderful, inspiring. Johnson is more positive about businesses: fantastic, great; and the 

country as a whole: amazing, incredible. Both candidates use INSCRIBED negative appraisal to condemn 

the terrorist and racist attacks that took place during the election campaign, as well as the flooding in 

the North of England. They also both criticise the current government, although Johnson does not use 

these powerful terms to evaluate his opponents. Johnson’s INSCRIBED criticism of the government is in 

terms of COMPOSITION as their function is seen as chaotic and broken. Corbyn attacks more frequently 

on the grounds of CAPACITY: failure; and PROPRIETY: cruelty, shameful, and the historic wrong committed 

against women born in the 1950s7 .  

The qualitative results presented in this chapter have shown significant differences in the candidates’ 

use of evaluation, both the types of appraisal and the targets of these judgements. There are also 

differences with previous studies, particularly Hoffman’s (2018) study in the US, as the British MPs 

seem to be more positive, and less direct, than their American counterparts. The next chapter takes a 

more qualitative approach to explore the individual politicians’ styles and ascertain how positive-self 

and negative-other evaluation is framed, and whether or not they are performing elements of 

populism.  

 

7 WASPI stands for the campaigners: Women Against State Pension Inequality. Under the Conservative and 
coalition governments the retirement age was raised incrementally from 60 to 65, leaving many women 
financially adrift with little notice, as they became ineligible for the state pension at the age they were expecting.   
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Positive Corbyn Johnson 

N Freq Context N Freq Context 

Great* 13 0.824 +ve Campaign events (5), candidate (2), NHS (2), 
news 
-ve Climate issues, grief, wages decline 

48 4.556 The future (2), rugby, campaign event (2), people, 
country (19), business & country (2) Children in 
Need, democracy, new deal (5), public services (14), 

Fantastic 3 0.190 Debate, effort to get people to register to vote, 
opportunities provided by art 

17 1.614 Businesses (4), fishing industry, candidate, coffee, 
Friday, country (2), domestic agenda, public 
services (2), campaign bus, campaign events 

Best 8 0.507 Education (2), healthcare, country for walking & 
cycling, start in life (2), for the environment (2) 

13 1.234 Country (8), people, start in life (3), NHS 

Positive - - - 10 0.949 “About the UK”, vision (7), enthusiastic 

Brilliant 7 0.444 Candidates (5), tweet media, campaign events 8 0.759 Events (4) business (2), emergency services (2), 

Wonderful 4 0.254 Quote, candidate, children in need, victims 6 0.569 Campaign event (4), football, weekend 

Incredible 3 0.190 Donations 4 0.380 Country 

Amazing - - - 3 0.285 Country, people/campaign event, rugby 

Good 6 0.381 Deal (2), jobs (2), luck (2) 3 0.285 Friend, morning, opportunity 

Precious - - - 3 0.285 Animals, British union (2) 

Terrific - - - 1 0.095 Campaign events 

Essential 1 0.063 Reforesting 1 0.095 Local newspapers 

importan* 4 0.254 Tweet feature, general election, milestone, art 1 0.095 Supporting veterans 

lifeblood 1 0.063 Small businesses 1 0.095 Local newspapers 

special - - - 1 0.095 Britain 

Inspiring 6 0.381 Candidate (2), party, message, others - - - 

Total 56 3.551  120 11.390  

Table 8: Frequency per 1000 words of INSCRIBED positive lexis with GRADUATION: FORCE: INTENSITY



  32 
 
 

Negative  Corbyn Johnson 

N Freq Context N Freq Context 

Wrong 12 0.761 WASPI women (10), Boris, flooding. Brazil - - - 

Fail* 8 0.507 Tories (6), Boris, sexist bosses - - - 

Bad 6 0.381 Bosses - - - 

Shameful* 5 0.317 Government results (4) Boris’ racism - - - 

Cruel* 4 0.254 Animal snares, Universal Credit (2), government - - - 

Appalling 4 0.254 Bolivian coup, London Bridge, rabbi attack, news 1 0.095 London Bridge  

Broke 4 0.254 The system (2), the NHS, Conservative promises,  1 0.095 Parliament 

Damag* 4 0.254 “Done by the government”, austerity, Brexit deal  - - - 

Toxic 4 0.254 Trade deal - - - 

Awful 3 0.190 London Bridge attack 2 0.190 Flooding, rabbi attack 

Heartbreaking 2 0.127 WASPI women, QT (NHS) - - - 

Devastat* 2 0.127 Flooding 1 0.095 New Zealand 

Shocking 2 0.127 Child poverty, London Bridge - - - 

Chaos/chaotic 
- - - 7 0.664 Hung parliament (3), current situation (3) 

referendum 

Condemn 2 0.127 Bolivian coup, Johnson's racism 1 0.095 Racist attack 

Terrible - - - 2 0.190 Flooding, London Bridge  

Total 62 3.932  15 1.424  

  Table 9: Frequency per 1000 words of INSCRIBED negative lexis with GRADUATION: FORCE: INTENSITY 
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5. Discussion and Analysis 

This chapter looks more closely at the instances of APPRAISAL to answer the study’s research questions. 

Firstly, as the results indicate that Johnson and Corbyn do draw on different resources to portray 

positive-self and negative-other evaluations, this chapter presents a more qualitative analysis of the 

two politicians’ social media posts. This is followed by an investigation of the features that can be 

considered a performance of populism: a people-centred discourse that promotes popular 

sovereignty complemented by an anti-elite stance that draws upon the operationalisation of negative 

emotion. The chapter concludes by considering the specific Twitter affordances that do not naturally 

fit in the Appraisal Framework and asks how these can best be incorporated into future research.  

5.1 Positive-self and negative-other evaluation 

5.1.1 Johnson’s evaluative style  

Johnson favours positive evaluations, as only 12% of his interaction-orientated appraisals are negative, 

and a tenth of these are emotion-laden responses to current events rather than attacks of political 

targets. Figure 8 illustrates the distribution of Johnson’s appraisal by polarity, target, and type of 

ATTITUDE, with the size of each circle representing the number of occurrences:   

Figure 8: Johnson’s appraisal by polarity, target, and type 

 

Positive 

Negative 
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The main recipient of Johnson’s negative appraisal is the current government (n=43), who he criticises 

primarily on the grounds of CAPACITY (n=24) as they are paralysed, broken and “couldn’t get anything 

done”. This sense of stagnation is empathised by the reiteration of gridlock and deadlock, and the 

source of this incapacity is linked to their lack of TENACITY (n=7) as they are “stuck in endless dither and 

delay”. The government’s indecision is linked to the primary negative AFFECT communicated by 

Johnson: INSECURITY (n=19)—the uncertainty felt by both the country and the Prime Minister. 

Parliament’s repeated refusal to accept Johnson’s deal, and thus “blocking Brexit”’, is presented as a 

judgement of negative PROPRIETY (N=3). This is an unusual tactic for a governing party, as normally an 

incumbent leader will attempt to “inspire confidence and trust, or encourage shared pride in their 

achievements” (Breeze 2019: 28). We would therefore expect instead AFFECT: SATISFACTION and 

JUDGEMENT: CAPACITY to be the positive lines that Johnson would use to appraise his current parliament.  

Johnson is able to attack the government he leads without incurring a negative-self evaluation by using 

techniques to distance himself. Firstly, we are told that a Conservative majority parliament will be 

different to the present hung parliament. As shown in figures 9 and 10, a new Conservative parliament 

will have positive CAPACITY (n=254) and deliver on their promises (get Brexit done) in contrast to the 

negative COMPOSITION (n= 6) of the current order (chaos). Corbyn is negatively evaluated (n=12), not 

because of his socialist policies but rather because it would risk another “chaotic hung parliament”, 

and that he would be equally ineffectual as he would be “in charge of nothing except more 

arguments”:  

 

 

  

Figures 9 & 10: examples of Johnson’s positive-self presentation vs negative-other evaluation 

Johnson’s use of positive AFFECT: INCLINATION (n=157) helps differentiate his voice from that of the 

current government—his government. In figure 10 we see the criticism of the chaos and inability of 

Parliament contrasted with Johnson’s desire to complete Brexit and concentrate on other policy 

issues, with the use of the cohortative let’s. This is used primarily to express his desire to “get Brexit 

done”, showing a purposefulness lacking in his depiction of the current regime, and sets up Johnson 

as a defiant leader, using Kissas’ (2020: 274) label for Trump. He rejects the system he knows inside-
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out and presents “a consistent and strategically groomed willingness to flaunt [sic] the rules, [and] 

break conventions” (Flinders 2020: 233). The cohortative let’s is a first person plural term, and brings 

together the audience and Johnson to share a feeling of frustration with Westminster. This may foster 

a belief in the audience that he is voicing their dissatisfaction with Parliament, rather than holding him 

to account as the leader of a government which ignores “the issues that matter”.   

Johnson also uses INCLINATION to assert his desire to “unleash Britain’s potential” (n=43). This was 

coded as positive JUDGEMENT: CAPACITY with the country as the target, albeit as a somewhat backhanded 

compliment as he is saying the country could be great if they vote for him to “free” them. Who, or 

what, is holding “them” back is harder to ascertain, and so the target of INVOKED negative JUDGEMENT 

has not been captured in this analysis8.  

The main target of positive appraisal for Johnson is his own party, primarily on grounds of CAPACITY 

(n=254), which is frequently reiterated by the phrase “get Brexit done”. He also applauds them on the 

grounds of PROPRIETY (n=85) as they will “respect the referendum”, and NORMALITY (n=73) as his promise 

to “move this country forwards” can be seen as an alternative to the current political “deadlock”.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, Johnson’s topic-orientated appraisal was dominated by Brexit 

(n=274), supplemented with the NHS (n=57), schools (n=36) and policing (n=49) frequently occurring 

together as “the people’s priorities”. Immigration was the fifth most common, and was aligned with 

JUDGEMENT: PROPRIETY and APPRECIATION: COMPOSITION as he promises a “fair and controlled Australian 

style” system will be implemented upon leaving the EU. In the majority of cases Brexit was presented 

in a positive light, as afterwards the Conservatives could “focus our hearts and minds on the priorities 

of the British people” and “take back control of our borders and invest in our NHS, schools and police”. 

The implication is that Brexit is preventing the government from concentrating on these issues in the 

present, and the uncertainty (AFFECT: INSECURITY) and chaos (APPRECIATION: COMPOSITION) it causes are 

highlighted 20 times, whilst the opportunities and investment (APPRECIATION: REACTION) that the 

departure from the EU can unlock are only referenced 6 times. This disparity may AFFORD a more 

negative view of Brexit in some readers; there are 21 instances where Johnson just writes “get it/this 

done” which insinuates a more ambiguous appraisal of the SOCIAL VALUATION of the issue, even coming 

off as dismissive or weary of the whole process (Figure 11).  

 

8 My instinct is to read this as Parliament, or their inaction, is what is suppressing the country, and thus Johnson 
himself is the holder of the chains; however, this slogan is normally so far removed from references to the 
government that it only loosely AFFORDS this reading. The phrase also occurs frequently in proximity to Brexit, so 
another reader may interpret that the leash will be removed when Britain leaves the EU. 
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Figure 11: Ambiguous reference to Brexit 

 

5.1.2 Corbyn’s evaluative style 

 

Figure 11: Corbyn’s appraisal by polarity, target, and type 

 

Corbyn uses substantially more negative evaluation than his opponent, making up a third of his total 

evaluations compared to 12% of Johnson’s. Figure 11 illustrates the distribution of Corbyn’s appraisal 

by polarity, target, and type of ATTITUDE, with the size of each circle representing the number of 

Positive 
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occurrences. The vast majority (80%) of Corbyn’s negative evaluations are JUDGEMENTS, and the main 

targets are Johnson (n=76) and the opposing parties (n=111). The current government (n=58) and the 

elite (n=67) also receive considerable criticism. Unlike Johnson, Corbyn also evaluates Nicola Sturgeon 

of the SNP, and Jo Swinson of the Liberal Democrats in a negative light, the first for siding with the 

Tories, and the second on previous policy issues: raising the state pension age, voting for fracking, and 

reneging on their promise to scrap university tuition fees (figures 13 & 14). However, these make up 

a very small proportion of the opposing party target (n=7).  

 

 
 

 

Figures 13 & 14: negative JUDGEMENT of SNP & Liberal Democrats 

The Conservative Party and Johnson are judged primarily in terms of PROPRIETY (n=103) and then in 

terms of VERACITY (n=50). The behaviour condemned as improper includes the “historic wrong” done 

to women who had their “pensions stolen”; underfunding vital services or cutting staff; and the “actual 

giveaways Tories have been handing their billionaire friends”. They are also subject to the INSCRIBED 

negative PROPRIETY judgements of cruel, callous, heartless, and shameless. Johnson is judged on 

PROPRIETY for his “record of fuelling racism” and we are told simply that “he just doesn’t care”. 

However, the overwhelming grounds for IMPROPRIETY is the toxic trade deal with the US that will sell-

off the NHS. In terms of VERACITY, we are warned about broken promises and secret talks, told that “the 

mask slips”, “the cat is out the bag”, and “the Conservative slogan ‘Get Brexit done’ is a fraud on the 

British people”. The media are also judged on their dishonesty, for peddling “scare stories” and “lies 

about Labour”. However, with only five instances, the criticism of the media is not as frequent a 

Hoffman (2018) found in Trump’s tweets, which is discussed more thoroughly in the next section. 
  

Corbyn primarily judges his own party positively in terms of PROPRIETY (n=182), acting #ForTheMany, 

to “build a fairer, more equal society”, “save the NHS” and get “justice for the 1950s women”. The 

improprieties they stand against are sharpened with negative TOA appraisals, as in figure 15 where 

images of children sleeping on hospital floors, the Grenfell fire, homeless people on the streets and 
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the climate emergency PROVOKE reactions of AFFECT: UNHAPPINESS that underpin the positive PROPRIETY 

judgement of the Labour Party for standing against these issues, through political implicature: 

  

 

Figure 15: TOA AFFECT: UNHAPPINESS supporting IOA JUDGEMENT: PROPRIETY 

 

This UNHAPPINESS combined with PROPRIETY contributes to what Kissas (2020: 273) describes as “the 

melancholic politics of moral vindication” in an analysis of Corbyn’s ordinary Twitter persona. The 

shared sadness, grounded in communal SOCIAL VALUATION of policy areas, unites the people against an 

establishment that is portrayed as inhabiting “their own distant microcosms… having lost connection 

with and not caring about the broader society and its people” (ibid: 227). As stated above, the 

establishment, embodied in Johnson, “just doesn’t care”.  

However, this moral melancholia is balanced by the positive appraisal of the Labour Party along other 

lines. They are portrayed positively in terms of APPRECIATION: REACTION (n=24) as their policies will bring 

hope, and JUDGEMENT: NORMALITY (n=91) for being radical and transformative and offering 

#RealChange. As the party is “people powered”, a sense of positive SOCIAL VALUATION (n=24) is built, a 

line of praise Johnson does not provide for the Conservatives, and one which will be more thoroughly 

considered in section 5.2.1.  

The CAPACITY of the Labour Party (n=72) is positively evaluated through reminders that they created 

the NHS, which we are told would be dismissed in today’s political landscape as “health communism”. 

The NHS makes up nearly a third of Corbyn’s Topic-Orientated Appraisals and is presented as 

something with high SOCIAL VALUATION that belongs to the people by the repetition of the phrase “our 

NHS”. Corbyn campaigns on a broader range of policy areas than Johnson does, with the following all 

being much more frequent in his tweets than those of his opponent: workers’ rights, public services, 

privatisation, housing, young people, the elderly and disabled, the environment, and the arts.  
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5.2 The Performance of Populism 

We now turn to our second research question and examine whether the appraisal of the people, and 

the forces holding them back, can reveal differences in the way the two candidates are performing 

populist politics on social media.  

5.2.1 People-centric 

Johnson (n=51) made over twice as many Interaction-Orientated Appraisals of the people than Corbyn 

(n=25), and both divided their praise into roughly 60% JUDGEMENT and 40% APPRECIATION. This finding 

may concur with March’s (2017: 289) statement that right-wing populism is more people-centric than 

left-wing, despite De Luca (2021) finding that Corbyn used the word people more frequently than all 

other party leaders during the 2019 General Election. Johnson primarily praises the TENACITY (n=21) of 

hard-working people, who “get up at the crack of dawn” and make the country and economy strong.  

Corbyn judges positively on the people’s CAPACITY (n=7) to resist— “Do you know what the 

establishment are really afraid of? You”—and their ability to overcome the elite: “the power of the 

people is much stronger than the people in power”.  

Johnson expresses APPRECIATION: SOCIAL VALUATION (n=19) by promising to deliver on the priorities of the 

British people, whilst Corbyn stresses their importance (n=10) by presenting Labour as “a party of the 

people” with the public at its “heart”. The symbiotic relationship between the Labour Party and the 

people cannot be ignored, and Corbyn makes numerous allusions (n=17) to his own party as a “people-

powered movement” “owned by the many”. In this analysis the target for these instances has been 

coded as the Labour Party, rather than the people, but this may be better understood as a hybrid-

realisation. Corbyn’s discourse internalises the people: they are included in and integral to his party, 

and they will do things with them. In contrast the people seem to be an external entity for Johnson, 

and his party will do things for them. This difference can be understood as part of the distinction 

between exclusionary and inclusionary populism (Kissas, 2020), as one seeks to define the people, 

often along nationalistic lines, whilst the other presents them as a more diverse, collectivised force.  

The country (n=97) has been coded as a separate target in this study, and some instances praise the 

UK as a physical, geographic entity: “our country is beautiful” and “the greatest place on earth”. Other 

examples conflate the people and the nation: “we are a great country and can be greater still” or “this 

great cause represents what makes Britain special”. Most appraisals of the country are made by 

Johnson (n=89), dividing his admiration mostly between JUDGEMENT: CAPACITY (n=50) and APPRECIATION: 

REACTION (n=33).  
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As adjectives applied to the term “the people”’ can be thought of as the “semantic process by which 

the people gain political significance” (De Luca 2021:7), words and phrases collocated with “people” 

were selected for further analysis. Table 10 shows the results divided into descriptive features 

(location and sociodemographic) and appraising categories (positive/negative ATTITUDE), and shows 

that the two candidates present different images of who the people are:  

  Corbyn Johnson 

Locational 13% (n= 13)   44% (n=23)   

British, “of Scotland”, “in Wales”, 

“across the country” (4), “of our 

country” (4), local (2), Bolivian 

British (18), “our” (2), “across the 

county”, “in all four parts of our precious 

Union”, local 

Socio-

demographic 

13% (n= 13)   6% (n= 3)   

Young (2), older (2), homeless (2), care-

experienced, with cystic fibrosis, “in 

every tower block”, of colour, poorest, 

in poverty, working class 

Working (2), with cystic fibrosis 

Positive 

appraisal 

8% (n= 8)   31% (n= 16)   

PROPRIETY: “want a country that works 

for the many” (2) 

TENACITY: “won’t come out…” (3), 

“fantastic effort” 

CAPACITY: “the power of the…” 

REACTION: “my favourite thing” 

TENACITY: Hardworking (9), work hard, 

“get up at the crack of dawn”, “take out 

a mortgage to fund a new venture” 

REACTION: Amazing, enthusiastic, 

positive, wonderful 

Negative 

appraisal 

8% (n= 8)   0 

VERACITY: “telling you… “(3) 

PROPRIETY: richest (2), powerful (2), in 

power 

 

No qualifiers 59% (n= 59)   15% (n= 8)   

Table 10: collocations with the people 

Johnson’s focus is on nationality, with the majority of his qualifiers simply being British (n=16), a 

common feature of exclusionary populism (Kissas, 2020). This is amplified by the 42 Union Jack emojis 

that adorn his tweets, and the description of the party as “one-nation Conservatives”. Corbyn, on the 

other hand, seems to shy away from using nationality as a defining quality of people and instead 

describes them as belonging to, or being in, a place. The phrasing of “people across the country” can 

also be read as an instance of GRADUATION: FORCE: QUANTIFICATION: DISTRIBUTION, upscaling the 

accompanying ATTITUDE by highlighting how widespread it is and encouraging reader alignment and 

solidarity. 
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Corbyn uses a much wider range of sociodemographic factors to describe different people, indicating 

that his populism is more inclusive. De Luca (2021: 14) notes that a preference for identity-based 

adjectives can “emphasise the importance of belonging to a group rather than differences from other 

groups”. Johnson is more likely to choose a descriptor that makes a positive evaluation than one that 

acts as an identifier, and the majority of these judge along the lines of TENACITY: hardworking. However, 

De Luca (2021:11) found that only Corbyn uses the word people in tweets focused on the policy area 

of work and employment, which suggests that Johnson’s tenacious workers are brought into the 

discussion of fiscal matters, to be praised for their economic productivity rather than out of concern 

for their welfare.  

Johnson’s performance of populism presents a monolithic “British people”, whom he promises to put 

first by defying the status quo to help them “get ahead” of an undefined competitor. Corbyn’s 

performance concentrates on unity, presenting a more diverse range of people praised on their 

CAPACITY to “come together” and stand up to the elite. Corbyn’s collectivised people are also described 

by the words community (n=23) and society (n=18), whereas Johnson is more likely to appeal to 

individual families (n=38)9, echoing Margaret Thatcher’s infamous statement that “there is no such 

thing as society”10, and justifying Corbyn’s claim that Johnson’s policies are “Thatcherism on steroids”.  

Corbyn also uses the appraisal resource of GRADUATION: FORCE: QUANTIFICATION to increase the impact of 

the ATTITUDE expressed in the tweets when he refers to large numbers of people. When we are told 

that Labour is ”a party of half a million people” the strength of this APPRECIATION is boosted, and the 

negative JUDGEMENT: PROPRIETY of the elite is amplified by being contrasted with the fact that “14 million 

people live in poverty”.  

The concept of popular sovereignty is a key aspect of the performance of populism, and this can be 

operationalised as invocations of ”power to the people”, and reference to “the specific mechanisms 

and policies whereby people can be empowered and the elite dispossessed” (March 2017: 287-8). 

March’s (2017: 294) study of recent party manifestos found that rather than popular sovereignty, the 

mainstream parties gave “vague invocations to popular involvement’, which is evident in Johnson’s 

 

9 Corbyn refers to families 15 times, but places them as one part of a wider society: “real change for you, your 

family, friends and community”. Johnson uses the word society once to mention the Fleetwood Railway Society, 
and the word community 6 times, half of which reference specific religious or ethnic communities.  

 
10 This quote was given during an interview with Women’s Own magazine in September 1987, and can be seen 
as having “lit a fire that has burned through British politics ever since” (Saunders, 2020) 
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tweets with his promises to focus on the non-specific “people’s priorities” (figure 16). Corbyn’s 

appraisals of the CAPACITY and SOCIAL VALUATION of the people do perform popular sovereignty as his 

“people-powered campaign” promises to “put power in the hands of the people”, to “pull down a 

corrupt system and spread wealth and power to all”, because “the power of the people is much 

stronger than the people in power” (figure 17). 

 

 

Figure 16: Johnson’s exclusionary, British populism with “vague invocations” to the involvement of 

the people. Figure 17: Corbyn’s inclusionary populism and promotion of popular sovereignty.   

5.2.2 Anti-elite  

Both party leaders set themselves up against an elite whose interests run contrary to that of the 

common people. As discussed in section 5.1.1, Johnson’s antagonist is the current government, 

presented as standing in the way of Brexit and preventing him from concentrating on “the issues that 

matter to you”. Corbyn’s adversaries are “the few”, judged negatively in terms of NORMALITY (n=7) as 

the “super-rich”. They are condemned on the grounds of PROPRIETY (n=61) as “the profiteers of a rigged 

system” who do not “pay their fair share”, and whose “vested interests” conflict with the needs of the 

people, so they are “not on your side”. Corbyn provides these figures with more specificity by 

grounding them in Topic-Orientated Appraisals of policy issues that carry positive SOCIAL VALUATION, as 

shown in Figure 18, where APPRECIATION for good housing, workers’ rights, and the environment give 

more context and justification for the negative PROPRIETY targeted towards the elite: 
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Example 18: Negative PROPRIETY judgment of the elite founded on TOA of policy issues 

 

Hoffman (2018: 74) noted that Trump presented the opposing party and the media as an “interwoven 

network of corrupt individuals which continuously sustain and feed into each other’s greed, corruption 

and power”. We see a similar pattern in Corbyn’s tweets, figures 19 and 20, where both the press and 

the Conservatives are presented as under the control of a wealthy elite:  

 

 

 

 

However, Corbyn’s relationship with the press is not as antagonistic as Trump’s seems to be. This study 

found that the media was the target for only 12 of Corbyn’s negative evaluations (0.01 per tweet), 

whereas Hoffman found 138 criticisms by Trump (equivalent to 0.19 per tweet). Furthermore, Corbyn 

only condemns the media as an institution, whereas Trump attacks individual outlets, CNN (n=50) and 

the New York Times (n=23), slightly more often than the media in general (n=65) (Hoffman 2018: 75). 

Negative emotion is an important aspect of the performance of populism (Breeze 2019), as politicians 

encourage voters to share in feelings of anger or fear caused by the out-groups they negatively 

Figures 19 & 20: the construction of the Conservatives, media, and the 

elite, as one corrupt network   
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appraise. The operationalisation of emotions into AFFECT makes up a small proportion of Corbyn’s 

negative appraisal (n=31), and this mainly concerns the sharing of UNHAPPINESS towards current events 

(n=21). The DISINCLINATION (n=8) Corbyn uses does not unify the audience by invoking a shared sense 

of dread, but instead is related to “what the elite are really afraid of”, i.e., the “power of the people” 

and “paying their taxes”. Neither does he use AFFECT: DISSATISFACTION to communicate shared anger, 

which Breeze (2019: 40) suggests is a successful strategy to persuade the electorate to vote for parties 

offering radical change. Johnson also expresses UNHAPPINESS (n=8) at current events, but draws most 

frequently on INSECURITY (n=19), to lament the uncertainty that the country is facing. This is more an 

operationalisation of anxiety than the fear that Breeze (ibid) suggests can convince voters to opt for 

the party promising safety and stability. These results suggest that neither candidate was using 

negative AFFECT meaningfully in their performance of populism through the text of their tweets.  

5.3 Applying Appraisal to political Twitter 

The final research question considers the advantages and challenges of using the Appraisal Framework 

to analyse evaluation on social media. This study used corpus methods to assess the text of the tweets, 

excluding how attitude is expressed through multimodal means and the more pragmatic use of Twitter 

by the candidates. This section addresses that gap, by first considering how the particular affordances 

of the platform could be incorporated into the Appraisal Framework: retweets, hashtags, and external 

links. We then look beyond the traditional text to consider the role of emoji and the possibilities 

opened up by media features.  

5.3.1 Retweets: Amplification of Other Voices 

This study only analysed tweets written by the accounts of Johnson and Corbyn, removing 625 

retweets from the original data, or 34% of the overall tweets collected. Retweets allow users to 

amplify the messages of others by sharing their tweets with a wider network, adding to the 

heteroglossic environment under the system of ENGAGEMENT. They could also be analysed for their use 

of ATTITUDE, as boyd et al. (2010) note the importance of this practice in creating shared AFFECT and 

promoting communal values:  
 

While retweeting can simply be seen as the act of copying and rebroadcasting, the 

practice contributes to a conversational ecology in which conversations are composed 

of a public interplay of voices that give rise to an emotional sense of shared 

conversational context. (boyd et al. 2010: 1) 

Some users have a disclaimer in their Twitter profiles that “a retweet is not an endorsement”, and 

some academics believe we should view the practice “as an indicator of information diffusion, but not 
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necessarily message endorsement” (Barberá et al 2015: 1535). However, Rini (2017: 48) writes very 

convincingly that nevertheless “many of us implicitly assume that our social media interlocutors do 

believe what they share”. Therefore, I conclude that retweeted appraisals should be seen as 

performing the same interpersonal function as those authored by the user. Rini approaches the issue 

of retweets from the position of fake news distribution and whether the user is asserting the validity 

of the information circulated, calling the evidentiality this produces bent testimony.  It is bent as we 

do not yet have a common understanding of the implications of sharing on social media, and the user 

may later distance themselves from the retweet and deny that they were making a truth claim. Given 

the predominance of positive appraisals found in the tweets written by the candidates it would be 

interesting for future studies to investigate if a similar pattern can be found in the retweets, or if this 

distance and deniability allows them to share more negative ATTITUDE without it being a face-

threatening act, as a bent appraisal would not affect the users’ presentation of self in the same way.  

Corbyn (n=525) makes more use of the retweet function than Johnson (n=131), and amplifies a 

significantly larger variety of other voices, with 191 different accounts being retweeted compared to 

just 19 by Johnson. The official Labour Party Twitter profile accounts for only 8% of Corbyn’s retweets, 

whereas the Conservatives make up 68% of Johnson’s. Johnson reposts his own tweets 13 times, 

accounting for 10% of his retweets, and Corbyn amplifies his own messages 18 times, but this only 

accounts for 3% of his retweets. The majority of Corbyn’s remaining retweets are other party members 

(John McDonald, Jon Ashworth, Richard Leonard, Angela Rayner) or affiliated groups (Momentum, 

GMB union, Labour Community Organising), and also left-leaning political commentators (Owen 

Jones, Ash Sarkar) and sympathetic celebrities (Rob Delaney, Asim Chaudhry, Little Mix). This wider 

range of voices certainly helps evidence the claim that Labour is “people-powered”. It also creates a 

more heteroglossic Twitter feed, although if these voices are in alignment with Corbyn they may be 

working to CONTRACT rather than EXPAND the heteroglossic space.  

Quote tweets, on the other hand, allow the user to retweet a message with an added commentary, 

and facilitate a more nuanced appraisal of the original content. A more thorough analysis of the 

relationships between the messages and the evaluation tactics contained within each would be 

warranted, but with only 32 quote tweets in this dataset, the sample is too small to reach any 

meaningful conclusions. Both candidates used quote tweets to amplify their own messages two times 

(figure 21), and Corbyn also quoted Johnson twice to negatively appraise his claims (figure 22). 
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Figure 21: quote tweeting to amplify own message, and Figure 22: quote tweeting of opponent as 

negative JUDGEMENT: VERACITY 

 

5.3.2 Mentions and Hashtags: Interactivity and Imagined Audiences 

Despite the high level of retweets, both candidates use Twitter overwhelmingly for its broadcast 

rather than interactivity function (Bright et al 2020), as replies (n=33) and other mentions (n=83) were 

minimal. Corbyn uses mentions (n=67) as a form of ENGAGEMENT more frequently than Johnson (n=16), 

and both use this feature to promote their fellow party members and supporters. The mentions praise 

or thank others publicly rather than instigating conversations, and serve more to expand the 

heteroglossic space than to perform meaningful interaction. Corbyn also uses this feature to notify 

others that they are being negatively appraised by mentioning his opponents (n=6), or representatives 

of the elite (n=4) such as Donald Trump or big corporations.  

Whilst the mentions are not indicative of in-depth dialogue, Zappavigna’s (2011) theory of Ambient 

Affiliation puts forth that users can place themselves within an ongoing “public conversation” 

(Zappavigna & Martin, 2018: 4) without directly interacting with other users by using hashtags. As 

such, we may consider all hashtags to be a part of the system of ENGAGEMENT, as they presuppose 

complementary voices in the affinity space (Gee 2005) they act as a door into. Hashtags may also be 

tokens of ATTITUDE, and section 4.1 considered how the main themes of positive-self evaluation are 

captured in the hashtags #GetBrexitDone (CAPACITY), #RealChange (NORMALITY) and #OnYourSide 

(PROPRIETY). However, a number of hashtags, such as #ConservativeManifesto or #RedWave, appear 

quite neutral semantically, but could also be understood as AFFORDED APPRECIATION: SOCIAL VALUATION 
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because ambient affiliation implies that they speak to a sympathetic community of party supporters. 

Table 11 categorises the hashtags used by the candidates by appraisal function or topic.   

 

Function or topic Corbyn Johnson 

N N 

NORMALITY 16 1 

CAPACITY 2 40 

PROPRIETY 3 4 

Own Party 41 44 

Democratic process 35 1 

Backchannelling  63 37 

Regional issues 10 0 

Policy areas 23 5 

Current events 12 16 

Other 3 1 

Total 202 153 

Table 11: Hashtags by appraisal function or topic.  

There was not a significant difference in the number of hashtags used by Corbyn (n= 202, 0.297 per 

tweet) and Johnson (n= 153, 0.305 per tweet), but Johnson’s use is more targeted as he only used 28 

different forms compared to Corbyn’s 62. Corbyn contributed to more public conversations around 

the election through backchannelling (n=63 vs n=37). These hashtags are related to televised debates, 

Prime Minister’s Questions, The Andrew Marr Show etc. Recuero et al. (2015: 528) found that 

hashtags played a “critical role as a backchannel during television debates” in their study of Twitter 

discourse in the 2014 Brazilian Presidential Election. These public conversations provide a way for 

users to hear opposing opinions outside of their own “echo-chamber”, which is a growing area of 

concern for the public and academics (i.e., Garimella et al. 2018: 913). This use of backchannelling may 

be an attempt to counter criticism that Labour’s previous Twitter campaigns only preached to the 

converted (Margetts 2017: 386), and it would be interesting for future studies to examine whether 

there are any differences in the evaluation presented in the backchannelling tweets to those aimed 

towards an imagined audience of convinced supporters. Figures 24 and 25 provide visualisations of 

each candidate’s hashtags, with the most frequent terms appearing largest:  
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Figure 23: Corbyn’s hashtags 

 

Figure 24: Johnson’s hashtags 

 

Corbyn contributed to more regional conversations (n=10 vs n=0) by using hashtags specific to the 

local communities he visited on the campaign trail, such as #StandingUpForWales. Johnson’s tweets 

are all pitched at a national level, and this difference reflects the diverging visions of the people 

discussed in section 5.2.1. Both candidates tweeted about current events, including Remembrance 

Sunday, which is closely linked to PROPRIETY. Johnson used 9 hashtags to tweet about the Rugby World 

Cup, giving the audience a backstage (Wodak 2009) glimpse of the sports fan, which could be read as 

an afforded appraisal of self on the grounds of NORMALITY.  

 

5.3.3 External links: Evidentiality and Intertextuality 

Twitter allows users to include URLs in their tweets to direct their followers to external sources of 

information, and Corbyn (n=187) makes greater use of this feature than Johnson (n=36). Although not 

part of the Appraisal Framework, the sharing of links could be included as part of the system of 

ENGAGEMENT as it brings other voices into the heteroglossic space.  
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Even though, as seen in section 5.2.2, Corbyn criticises the press and warns against “media bias”, over 

half of his links are to media outlets (n=94). The Mirror (n=27) and The Guardian (n=25) are his 

preferred publications, but he also links to a number of regional news sites (n=9). Johnson links to 

fewer news sources (n=22), and primarily promotes the BBC (n=6), The Telegraph (n=4), and The Sun 

(n=3). The tweets suggest endorsement rather than criticism of the external texts, and the headlines 

of the articles imply that the contents provide evidence for the evaluations made by the candidates 

on social media, as demonstrated in figures 25 and 26. A future study could further explore the 

intertextual relationship between tweets and links by examining the types and targets of appraisal in 

these news stories, but the primary results suggest that, in this dataset at least, sharing URLs indicate 

a positive ATTITUDE towards the contents.  

 

 

 

Figure 25 & 26: Links to external news sources as ENGAGEMENT and positive ATTITUDE 

 

5.3.4 Emojis: Gesture as Text  

Seargeant (2019: 135) claims that emoji “are beginning to evolve as a critical language and are being 

used to express and contest political meaning in the same way any other language does”. Whilst no 

detailed policy issues were expressed solely in this fashion in the candidates’ tweets, the emojis used 

did add a level of “emotional framing” to the interactions (ibid: 6). Emojis can best be thought of as 

the textual version of gestures (McCulloch 2019: 158). Facial expressions, such as smileys (     ), or 

culturally specific hand symbols, like the thumbs up (     ), can be a clear demonstration of positive 

ATTITUDE. Indeed, the two emojis most frequently used on Twitter in 2020 both show AFFECT: the tears 

of joy (         ), and the loudly crying face (        ) (McGraw, 2020). Whilst Martin and White (2005) 

acknowledge the importance of gesture in expressing ATTITUDE, this is beyond the scope of their 
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original framework but they hope that forms of paralinguistic communication will be “central arenas 

for further research on the realisation of attitude as we move from a functional linguistic to a more 

encompassing social semiotic perspective” (2005: 69). 

Johnson uses more emoji in his tweets (n=112), with the majority being emblems of affirmation 

(n=61): tick marks (✔), pointing fingers (    ) and the thumbs up (     ), all indicating positive ATTITUDE 

towards the text. The Union Jack flag (n=46) is his next most frequent emoji. Corbyn (n=72) uses a 

wider range of symbols, as shown in table 12, and his most frequent is the red rose (       ), symbolising 

the Labour Party (n=29).  Interestingly, Johnson does not use a tree (      ) to refer to his party, although 

it does appear in some of the Conservative Party posts he retweets.   

 

Function Category Emojis Corbyn Johnson 

Emblem Affirmation ✅✔         22 61 

Negation ❌ 3 0 

Nationality 
 

0 49 

Capacity      1 0 

Own party        29 0 

Illustration  Environment                      4 0 

Health                                  7 0 

Education                                                        5 0 

Democracy                 1 2 

Other               0 4 

Total 72 112 

Table 12: Emoji used by the candidates by function and category 

 

McCulloch (2019: 166) differentiates between emoji that are used purely for illustrative purposes to 

“highlight and reinforce a topic” and those that act as emblems, which are imbued with more 

recognisable social meaning. Nearly one quarter of Corbyn’s emoji are illustrative (n=17) and could be 

countered under the system of GRADUATION, as they are reinforcing the SOCIAL VALUATION of the policy 

issues they draw attention to. These emoji, as well as the more emotive symbols that represent 

affirmation (✔) or negation (❌), are often used in place of bullet points to punctuate lists of 

promises (figure 27). As well as serving a textual function, these bullet points add ‘colour’ to the 
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message both figuratively by heightening ATTITUDE, and literally by creating an “eye-catching effect” 

that may make these tweets more prominent in the Twitter stream (Siever & Siever 2020: 200). 

Illustrative emoji can be equated with pictograms, in that they represent an object such as a cup of 

tea (           ) or a ballot box (           ), but emblems function as ideograms and present a wider concept, with 

a socially recognised, stable INTERPERSONAL meaning. Only one of the emblem emoji used by the 

candidates can be mapped clearly onto a specific type of ATTITUDE: the raised fist (     ) representing 

power or solidarity (figure 28); the majority can be seen as more general positive appraisals.  

 

 
 

Figure 27: Illustrative emoji use as GRADUATION. Figure 28: emblematic emoji use as JUDGEMENT: CAPACITY 

 

The Union Jack emoji is potentially the most problematic emblem, as whilst the first level meaning is 

relatively clear—the flag as a symbol of the United Kingdom and an expression of national pride— the 

second level indexical meaning (Silverstein 2003, Eckert 2008) placed on this by different communities 

is more opaque. Seargeant (2019: 131) notes that in the run up to the Brexit referendum “the Union 

Jack emoji was often used in tweets but without clear-cut political associations” as it occurred with 

both leave and remain hashtags. This implies that both sides of the Brexit debate were using the 

symbol “to suggest that their perspective was a true reflection of British identity” (ibid.). Therefore, 

flag emoji could function as a symbol of ENGAGEMENT, marking the statement as shared by the voice of 

the nation.  

5.3.5  Typography: Prosody as Text   

Users of social media can draw on several techniques which may be described as “typographical tone 

of voice” (McCulloch 2019: 119) to foreground one part of a text over others through font, 

punctuation, or variant spelling. This semiotic resource is barely drawn upon by the candidates in this 

study, but rare examples are shown below. In figure 30 Corbyn uses capital letters to stress the 
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importance of the DEADLINE to register to vote, and thus intensifies the APPRECIATION: SOCIAL VALUATION 

of the demographic process. In figure 31, the bold font draws attention to the negative appraisal of 

the Conservative Party, and the contrasting positive PROPRIETY of the Labour Party, in the same way 

that a speaker might vary prosodic features to stress these words. Both instances should be 

understood as part of the system of GRADUATION.  

 

Figure 30: Capital letters as GRADUATION. Figure 31:  Bold typography as GRADUATION.  

 

Corpus queries were run to ascertain if the candidates were lengthening words to mirror vocal 

emphasis by searching for the same letter repeated three or more times, buuuut no instances were 

found. This may be because variant spellings are a sign of an informal writing style and the politicians 

maintain a more formal register on social media.  A study by Brody and Diakopoulos (2011) found that 

the words most likely to be lengthened on Twitter express sentiment, so this tactic should also be 

included under the system of GRADUATION.  

Expressive punctuation also acts to boost appraisals and is incorporated in the automatic sentiment 

analyser VADER (Hutto & Gilbert 2014) as an intensifier of the sentiment expressed, alongside ALL-

CAPS.  Johnson used more exclamation points than Corbyn (n=60 vs n=11) to enhance the strength of 

his appraisals, but neither repeated the punctuation to increase the effect even further!! This should 

also be incorporated into the Appraisal Framework under the system of GRADUATION.   

5.3.5 Multimedia  

Historically, linguists have found Twitter to be a rich field for study as the “predominance of text 

(rather than other semiotic modes) have potentially dramatic implications for language in the public 

sphere” (Squires, 2015: 247). Whether text is still the dominant mode of communication on Twitter is 

a question for elsewhere, but as shown in figure 32, over two thirds of the original tweets in this 

dataset contain either images or videos, indicating that these semiotic modes are an important part 

of political campaigning on social media. Hoffman (2018: 79) notes the importance of media tweets 
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in his study and advised that the “evaluative force of these semiotic resources should not be 

underestimated”, although a thorough analysis was beyond the scope of his study, as unfortunately it 

is here. 

  

 

Figure 32: Breakdown of media tweets by candidate 

 

The number of video tweets in the dataset was surprising, and these multimodal texts include a wealth 

of semiotic material that could be analysed for evaluation, including embodied appraisal through 

gesture and prosody. Moffitt and Tormey (2013: 386) insist that other semantic resources, or “stylistic 

elements”, are so integral to the performance of populism that “it is fanciful to imagine that populism 

can only be measured as a set of words to be counted and collated”. A deeper analysis of how the 

people are presented in the images and videos that accompany the tweets would provide a richer 

picture of the differing performances of populism. 

The videos posted by Corbyn allow for ENGAGEMENT in an unprecedented way, putting other voices at 

the forefront of the message. Corbyn, does not speak in the majority of the videos he posts11, allowing 

everyday people to be heard in almost one third (n=70), and also allowing other members of his party 

to take the floor (n=8). He also posts videos that focus on his opponents (n=14), using their words to 

“hoist them by their own petard”. Johnson is the star of almost all of his videos (n=70), the only 

exclusions using text rather than spoken language. He uses these resources to talk on behalf of the 

British people rather than allowing them to speak for themselves.   

 

11 Corbyn speaks in 77 of his 222 videos. Of the remainder, 9 are text only, 10 are scripted vignettes by actors, 
and 24 are celebrities giving their support.   
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Many of the videos contain clips from campaign speeches, and it would be interesting to compare the 

evaluation in this traditional, offline discourse with what is promoted on social media. It is also 

possible that there is more AFFECT present in the videos, as multimodal texts can combine emotive 

images and rousing music to create a stronger appeal to the feelings. The ordinary people who appear 

in Corbyn’s videos include cancer patients, women who had their pensions “stolen”, and children living 

in poverty, and hearing them tell their stories communicates much more negative ATTITUDE than a 

mere 280 character tweet is able to. The operationalisation of negative emotion to perform populism, 

as discussed in section 5.2.2, may become much more evident in a multimodal analysis of this data.  

The way the people are presented in the photographs also deserves much more attention than this 

paper can provide. We see very different photographic styles, with Johnson (figure 33) favouring 

carefully posed images of himself and working people. In these pictures he directly addresses the 

onlooker and invites them to share in the positive AFFECT communicated with smiles and thumbs up 

gestures. This is akin to the system of DEMAND in Kress and Van Leuwen’s (2006) visual grammar. 

Corbyn’s photographs are more varied, but a number give us a glance literally from “backstage” (figure 

34). This is more closely aligned with Kress and Van Leuwen’s (2006) system of OFFER, as the politician 

is presented for our appraisal more objectively, and the positive evaluation is suggested by the 

reactions of the crowd that we see from a greater distance.  

 

  

Figure 33 & 34: different presentations of the people, DEMANDING and OFFERING positive evaluations of 
the candidates 
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6. Conclusion 

This study has revealed significant variation in Johnson and Corbyn’s use of APPRAISAL to present 

positive-self, negative-other evaluation, and in contributing to their differing performances of 

populism. Although applying the Appraisal Framework is a time-consuming business, this analysis has 

produced a more nuanced picture of the attitudes expressed than automated sentiment analysis 

could12, particularly in identifying types of JUDGEMENTS made and their targets.  In part, this will be due 

to the prevalence of INVOKED appreciations in the study, as a “bag of words” automated analysis will 

only collect the more INSCRIBED examples of appraisal such as those considered in section 4.4.  

The subjective nature of INVOKED ATTITUDE, and the interpretations it affords, is a challenge to factor 

into systematic analysis, and Thompson (2014: 64) warns that we must be mindful of this to “avoid 

the charge that those working with the appraisal model are merely providing an idiosyncratic and 

impressionistic commentary on discourse – somewhat like a literary exegesis – rather than a replicable 

linguistic analysis”.  However, whilst the high level of INVOKED appraisals found in this study does give 

some credence to Thompson’s concern, this may be unavoidable when working with this particular 

genre of discourse. Breeze notes that “politicians use many statements that would normally be 

regarded as simply factual in order to elicit emotions in their audiences” (2019: 29). Furthermore, Van 

Dijk’s (2005) concept of political implicature as used by Cabrejas-Peñuelas and Díez-Prados (2014) 

imbues policy areas with an appraisal of SOCIAL VALUATION, and associated JUDGEMENTS of political actors, 

which would not be present in other contexts.  

Whilst the study design anticipated that there would be a difference in the way SOCIAL VALUATION was 

construed by the candidates, an unexpected issue was the subjective nature of JUDGEMENT: NORMALITY. 

What you evaluate as positive NORMALITY depends very much on where you stand with regards to what 

is thought of as normal. The presentation of positive-self in terms of NORMALITY varies greatly between 

the candidates, with Corbyn focusing on change and transformation whilst Johnson just wants to 

move the country “forward”. Whilst change is presented as movement by Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (Sing 2010, citing Lakoff 1993), the two candidates are not invoking the same type of change 

 

12 An analysis was conducted in Python using VADER (Hutto & Gilbert 2014) from the Natural Language Tool Kit. 

This confirmed that Johnson was the more positive candidate, with a mean composite sentiment score of 0.22 

compared to 0.16 for Corbyn. VADER provides scores for sentiment from -1 to 1, with 0 indicating a neutral 

position.  
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in this study. This may be best understood in terms of Kissas’ (2020) description of inclusive populism 

as progressive, and exclusionary as reactionary. Corbyn’s use of NORMALITY is progressive, as he wants 

to move away from the status quo and present a new, radically different way of doing politics. 

Johnson’s use is more reactionary, as clearly illustrated in a campaign video where he drives a 

bulldozer emblazed with “get Brexit done” through a wall of bricks labelled “gridlock”. His invocation 

of NORMALITY is a response to the exceptional circumstances of Brexit, and he reacts to this by 

promising return to a more traditional form of British politics once the hurdle of Brexit is overcome.  

Many of the Appraisal Framework’s subcategories combine different characteristics under a larger 

feature, such as TENACITY incorporating the parameters of indecisive—determined and lazy—hard-

working. However, there seems to be more of a tension in the different scales on which NORMALITY can 

be expressed. The parameters of pedestrian—extraordinary and weird—regular are somewhat 

contradictory as the former casts normal in a negative light and the latter gives the same word a 

positive spin.  The value you place on what is “normal” very much depends on your relationship with 

the status quo, as does your reaction to the threat or promise of change. 

Martin and White (2005: 206) seem to accept the subjectivity of their framework, offering it as a 

means to interpret the messy business of INTERPERSONAL meaning but noting that “our analyses are 

inevitably interested” and “there will always be people around who respond to a text in other ways”. 

They go on to suggest that when dealing with more afforded appraisals “we might even argue that a 

range of readings is being facilitated, if not encouraged” (ibid.), and it is perhaps this openness to 

personal interpretation that helped the Conservatives win the 2019 election.  Johnson’s positive-self, 

negative-other evaluations were founded on ambiguous Target-Orientated Appraisals of Brexit and 

the SOCIAL VALUATION of “the issues that matter to you” rather than specific policy areas.  It is much 

harder for critics to argue with these vague priorities, and empty promises, than it is to query, deride, 

or dismiss the specific ambitions and plans outlined in Corbyn’s social media. However, we must 

remember that elections are not won on Twitter alone, and a fruitful avenue for future research could 

compare whether evaluation is used differently in traditional electoral campaigning to what we see 

on social media, as well as exploring the relationship and interplay between the two mediums.  

In response to this study’s first two research questions, we have shown that Johnson and Corbyn not 

only had different appraisal styles in the 2019 General Election, but they also drew on different 

resources to portray positive-self and negative-other evaluations. Johnson was much more positive, 

using INCLINATION and CAPACITY to convince voters of his will and ability, whereas Corbyn promoted his 
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party on grounds of PROPRIETY and NORMALITY, promising a transformative government that would work 

for the people. Corbyn condemned his opponents on the grounds of PROPRIETY and VERACITY, for their 

cruelty, and misleading the public about the NHS being “up for sale”. In contrast, Johnson criticised 

the current government’s CAPACITY and TENACITY for their indecision around Brexit and inability to act.  

Both politicians performed aspects of populism in their tweets, although their construction of the 

people and the elite was different. Johnson applauded the TENACITY of British “working people”, let 

down and ignored by a parliament too busy arguing with itself over Brexit. Corbyn presented a more 

diverse network of supporters, placed in conflict with a super-rich elite who do not care about the 

issues which are awarded positive SOCIAL VALUATION by him and his imagined audience. Corbyn 

performed popular sovereignty by praising the CAPACITY of the people and promising to put power into 

their hands, confirming March’s (2017) hypothesis that Labour would take a more populist stance 

under his leadership. Johnson took a more “paternal” approach (De Luca 2021: 18), promising security 

and a focus on the “people’s priorities”. Neither candidate seemed to effectively operationalise 

negative AFFECT to perform populism in the text of their tweets, but a closer analysis of the 

accompanying media may tell a different story.  

Whilst this study has shown that political campaigning on Twitter is a fertile field of analysis for the 

Appraisal Framework, there are a number of features that would provide an even richer picture of 

how evaluation is communicated on this platform. In particular, multimodal resources should be 

examined further as APPRAISAL reaches beyond the text. A deeper study of Twitter practices such as 

retweets and hashtags would greatly expand our understanding of ENGAGEMENT in social media, and 

an analysis of GRADUATION in the tweets could also reveal interesting differences between the 

candidates. Corbyn frequently used repetition as a rhetoric device at the tweet level, with many 

appraisals occurring in groups of three or more, most significantly the presentation of the elite as “the 

tax-dodgers, dodgy landlords, bad bosses, and big polluters”. Johnson used repetition more effectively 

over the whole data set, with the continued assertion that they will “respect the referendum”, “get 

Brexit done” and “move the country forward” creating a unified message. This may ultimately have 

been more succinct and convincing to voters than the more diverse appraisals and policies offered by 

Corbyn. A future study could also reflect on the tweets with the widest social reach, measured by the 

number of retweets or likes, or the messages that are interacted with most, assessed through the 

number of replies, to ascertain which aspects of evaluation may have the most significant impact on 

audiences.  
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