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Abstract 

This study compares interrogatives posed by politicians during debates to those posed on social 

media. Politicians’ discourse is characterised by their need to address not just their interlocutor but 

an invisible voter base, too. Since this audience’s level of presence is different depending on the 

discursive domain, this study investigates whether those differences in audiences’ roles and 

purported speaker goals affect the use, form, and function of interrogatives used by politicians. 

Question datasets from social media and debates are collected, analysed, and compared. The findings 

show that questions in debate settings take forms that seem less constraining in possible answers 

(that is, they limit the audience in the kinds of answers that are possible in response to the speaker’s 

utterance). However, closer case-by-case-based analysis shows that in line with the aim of appealing 

to voter bases, discursive contexts and speakers’ debate roles nonetheless constrain the possible 

answers strongly. Interrogatives on social media, being less aimed ostensibly at solution-oriented 

discussion, take forms typically classified as more constraining in possible answers. The study thus 

shows how questions are adapted in political discourse to fit the political strategies of implicit and 

explicit audience-addressal.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Political discourse has in recent years shifted from its traditional settings, such as debates and 

television, more and more to the domain of social media (Westling 2007). Platforms such as 

Twitter continue to gain a larger role in the defining of the political landscape of our time. 

Therefore, the linguistic and discursive choices made by politicians there thus become 

increasingly relevant in our understanding of how these platforms are used to exert influence 

and win over voters. One specific element of political discourse that can shed light on the ways 

in which political discourse on social media functions differently from the traditional 

constraints of the political debate is the use of questions. Questions can be a powerful rhetorical 

device when wielded by speakers, and in political discourse, their function often extends 

beyond mere clarification. Consider, for instance, the following question, posed by Dutch 

politician Thierry Baudet during the Algemene Politieke Beschouwingen debate on 24 

September 2021: 

 

(1) “En waarom werden goed werkende en decennia oude medicijnen zoals Ivermectine en  

Hydroxychloroquine ineens ‘uiterst gevaarlijk’ verklaard en zelfs verboden?” (Thierry 

Baudet, Algemene Politieke Beschouwingen, 24/09/2021) 

 

 
1 This paper was written for the class Pragmatics, taught in the Leiden University (Research) Master programme 

by Dr. Matthijs Westera. I am grateful for his useful feedback and support during the writing process. 
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On the surface, this question is directed at Baudet’s debate opponent(s) in the House of 

Representatives; however, the underlying intention message – that these medicines would have 

been effective in combatting covid; the decisions regarding them were wrongly made; and 

perhaps even: this reflects negatively on those who made the decisions – is aimed, too, at the 

voting public. This voting public is not present in the room, but nonetheless forms the faceless, 

non-explicit addressee of political debates. This audience can be addressed more directly on 

social media, such as Twitter, where the voting public forms the primary follower base and thus 

addressee of a politician’s rhetoric. As such, we might expect that with this different audience 

comes a different strategy for what kinds of question structures to use, in order to reflect these 

different norms of interaction than those traditionally encountered on the debate stage. 

 

In this study, I compare the types of questions used by politicians during debates and on Twitter 

respectively. Specifically, I investigate how the different platforms, and the kinds of audiences 

and interaction norms that characterize them, affect the types of questions that are used in these 

domains. In order to answer this question, I collect and examine a dataset of circa 340 questions, 

consisting of two subsections: questions asked about the coronavirus legislation in Dutch 

political debates in 2021, and questions about the same topic asked on Twitter the same year. 

These questions are analysed according to a typology of question types by Gnisci & Bonaiuto 

(2003), and compared with respect to the types of questions asked most frequently in the 

respective domains, and how those questions play with audience responses. In doing so, this 

study sheds light on a highly relevant domain of political discourse and how politicians’ public 

strategies are changing with the introduction of these new possibilities for reaching voting 

audiences more directly than was traditionally possible.  

 

2. Background 

 

2.1 Political discourse and speaker aims 

 

In order to investigate how questions in political discourse can differ depending on the domain 

in which they are posed, it is important to first have an understanding of what rules characterise 

political discourse as a genre. It is a field that has received a lot of interest from scholars over 

the years, considered interesting and important due to its relevance in shaping policies as well 

as the genre’s heavily rule-governed nature. So far, much of the literature has focused on 

political discourse in a debate context, or in political speeches, since those are the traditional 

domains in which politics are carried out. Studies on politicians’ discourse on social media, by 

contrast, are an up-and-coming field that becomes more important as the relevance of social 

media in determining the political landscape grows. 

 

So what are the norms that characterise political discourse? Ilie (2003) finds that 

communication in politics is characterised by a struggle for power between the speakers which 

contrasts with a strongly formalized set of linguistic norms that constrain the speakers’ 

communicative choices (Ilie, 2003). But there are more factors and actors who influence the 

social rules of political discourse than just the political opponents ‘facing off’ on a debate stage. 

An important voice in the study of political communication and its governing factors is that of 
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van Eemeren (2010). Van Eemeren finds that while political discussions are ostensibly 

conducted in order to make constructive progression in defining policy and moving social issues 

forward, this is to individual politicians often not the primary motivation in a debate or speech. 

Instead, van Eemeren notes that “more often than not, allegedly political discussions are in fact 

no more than a one-way traffic of leaders talking down to their voters” (2010: 3). This idea 

builds on Krabbe (2002)’s work, which distinguishes between the goal of a discursive utterance 

and its speaker’s aim: “Arguably, the primary goal of speeches, as a practice, is [...] to resolve 

disputes, whereas the aim of the rhetor is to persuade the audience” (35). 

 

2.2 The imagined, broadcast, and networked audience 

 

This raises the question, though, of what constitutes that audience. After all, in a political 

debate, particularly of the televised kind (such as, for instance, debates in the Dutch House of 

Representatives, or Tweede Kamer), the audience – specifically, the part of it that does not 

consist of fellow parliamentarians, but of the viewers at home – is not physically present. There 

is no voting public in the room, to whom politicians can turn and direct their persuasive 

attempts, as Krabbe suggests is the true aim of the political rhetor. A politician’s 

conceptualisation of their indirect audience, then, may be considered through the lens of what 

Litt (2012) and others term the ‘imagined audience’. This concept provides a way to theorise 

the addressee(s) of an utterance in circumstances when that addressee is not a concretely 

definable individual or set of individuals. Litt (2012) describes it as “the mental 

conceptualization of the people with whom we are communicating, our audience” (331). The 

imagination of what comprises an audience can be influential especially in circumstances where 

the audience is not visible or known. After all, an utterance needs to be directed towards an 

addressee; if that addressee is not concretely present, a conceptualisation of them must be 

created in order to shape the form and function of an utterance.  

 

Marwick & boyd (2010) further distinguish, in the idea of the imagined audience, between the 

broadcast audience – for instance, those viewers of televised debates, who have no opportunity 

for interaction or reaction, and as such cannot be played to directly by a political speaker – and 

the networked audience, which is more endemic to social media. The latter offers individual 

audience members more of an opportunity to interact with one another and the speaker, given 

the design of the social network (in our present case, Twitter); as Marwick & boyd write, “the 

networked audience has a clear way to communicate with the speaker through the network. 

This opportunity for communication influences how speakers respond and what content they 

create in the future” (2010: 129). This distinction entails fundamental distinctions in the type 

of audience interaction and connection that politicians can engage in, depending on which 

domain they are working with. 

 

And this notion of the networked audience is becoming increasingly relevant to the study of 

political discourse as social media, particularly Twitter, become a more and more important 

locale for determining the political landscape. As politicians move to establish their presence 

on Twitter, they open up a new avenue for connecting with voters directly, outside of the heavily 

rule-constrained environments of political debates and speeches that Ilie (2003) described. 
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How, then, can politicians make use of this new way of reaching voters? This is where the use 

of questions comes in. Questions have always shown up frequently in political discourse; the 

way that they by nature stimulate interaction between asker and respondent is, perhaps, fitting 

in a genre of discourse that is already built on interaction. On Twitter, where the distance 

between speaker and networked audience is smaller, this can offer great opportunities. In order 

to understand those, let us consider how questions can be used, and how best to analyse those 

uses. 

 

2.3 Interrogatives as a tool in political discourse 

 

One specific element of political discourse that is interesting for the current purposes is the 

question, and how it can be wielded by politicians to achieve the aims outlined above. Sbisà 

(1999) describes how questions can be used for argumentative purposes, by attaching to them 

underlying implications, value judgments, and presupposed information. These elements can 

be manipulated by speakers in order to lead, or mislead, audiences in a certain direction; in the 

context of political discourse, where leading audiences towards a preferred political stance is 

generally the end-all aim of a speaker, this makes questions a valuable rhetorical device in order 

to influence audiences’ perspectives. Consider the following question: 

 

(2) “Als we het coronatoegangsbewijs als een vorm van regulering en stiekem ook als 

vaccinatiedrang erin houden, wat is dan je eindperspectief?” (Kees van der Staaij, 

03/11/2021) 

 

As previously seen in example (1), this question is aimed, on the surface, at van der Staaij’s 

political opponents, his direct audience within the House of Representatives. However, the 

underlying meaning – that the purpose of the corona access pass may have more insidious sides, 

and the suggestion that this pass may be an effort by the ruling parties to push compulsory 

vaccination against covid – is aimed, too, at the voting public. The framing and structure of the 

question are strongly informed by the communicative context of the debate stage. During this 

debate, which operates under the constraints described by van Eemeren (2010) of needing to 

maintain the idea of coming to a productive conclusion with each other, questions must be 

posed carefully, so as not to betray deviation from that goal.  

 

The question then arises: do questions on Twitter operate under these same constraints? On 

Twitter, there is not as rigid of a goal as what is determined by the constraints of a debate. In 

the basis, interaction is one-sided, with a clearly established speaker and listeners (the latter 

being a speaker’s followers). It is, moreover, not as formulaic or as defined by communicative 

cooperativity as the debate setting dictates. The question posed in example (1), then, may be 

phrased differently, with the implicatures being brought more to the surface or the invitation to 

interactivity being enhanced, if posed in this new domain. In order to analyse how this affects 

the way questions are phrased and framed on Twitter versus in debates, we can look to question 

structure and typology, which may offer insight into how politicians can adapt their questions 

to the needs and constraints of the domain.  
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2.3.1 Classifying questions 

 

For a framework for how to analyse question structure, we may turn to Gnisci & Bonaiuto 

(2003), who study questions in a political interview setting. They make use of a classification 

system in which seven different kinds of questions are identified, building on the previous work 

of Bull (1984), in whose classification four question types were delineated. Gnisci & Bonaiuto 

identify the following question types: 

 

1. Rising declaratives: questions that are structured as a statement, but become 

interrogative due to the rising intonation at the end of the phrase. E.g. “He wants a 

drink?” 

2. Tag questions: questions that are structured as a statement, and become interrogative 

due to the addition of a question tag. E.g. “You want a drink, right?” 

3. Yes/no questions: questions that can be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. E.g. “Do you want 

a drink?” 

4. Disjunctives: questions that ask the respondent to choose between answer options. E.g. 

‘Do you want the red cup or the blue cup?’ 

5. Broad wh-questions. E.g. “Why do you want a drink?” 

6. Narrow wh-questions. E.g. “How hot do you want your drink?” 

7. Indirect questions: questions that are embedded in an expression of an indirect speech 

act. E.g. “I’m asking you whether you want a drink.” 

 

This classification was chosen for the present analysis because it not only provides a framework 

through which to understand choices made in question structure, but the authors also connect 

the question type to the degree to which a question constrains the possible answers an audience 

or respondent can give. This is useful to the present study because as we have seen, addressing 

the audience, real or imagined, is an integral part of political discourse. The interaction with 

audiences, then, in which their answers could be offered (but often remain unspoken) is a key 

area for politicians to move audiences towards a certain opinion in their favour.  

 

Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003) aid this angle of analysis by providing a discussion of which question 

types are more constraining in the possibilities for answers that they offer audiences. The 

authors specifically outline two broader categories, open-ended questions and closed-ended 

questions, of which the former allows for more answer possibilities, and the latter is more 

constraining. The open-ended question types include broad wh-questions, narrow wh-questions, 

and indirect questions; of these three, indirect questions are found to be the least constraining, 

followed by broad wh-questions. Closed-ended questions, then, include rising declaratives, tag 

questions, yes/no questions, and disjunctives. This category, then, is generally more 

constraining in the types of answers that are elicited from the audience, as well as more coercive 

in imposing the speakers’ beliefs and interpretations onto the question. 

 

This generalised classification is a good starting point for analysis of the questions asked by 

politicians, both online and on the debate stage. It also offers a good lens through which to 

conduct this comparative study, since it offers insight into the interactive element between 
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politicians and their audience, imagined to greater or lesser degrees, and how that interaction 

changes depending on the domain. The theoretical possibility on Twitter of receiving direct 

feedback from the audience, where it is entirely absent on the debate stage, will likely affect 

the responses that a posed question invites. 

 

However, the above generalisations are largely made before taking any communicative context 

into account. A more qualitative element of this study, focusing on the specific intents, 

implicatures, and communicative contexts of questions taken from the respective domains of 

debate and Twitter discourse, will show whether these generalisations hold true at a case-by-

case level. 

 

3. Methods 

 

3.1 Data collection 

 

For the purposes of this study, two datasets of interrogatives in political discourse were 

collected. The first dataset was taken from a parliamentary debate of the Dutch Tweede Kamer, 

or House of Representatives, on 3 November 2021. This debate discussed, among other things, 

the cabinet’s policies regarding the coronavirus in the Netherlands, and was available online in 

full transcription. This made it possible to go through said transcription, specifically starting at 

the section that went into the coronavirus policy matters, and manually collect the questions 

posed by politicians throughout this debate. In total, 199 questions were collected from this 

debate, posed by 13 Dutch politicians from various political parties. These questions were 

compiled into the first dataset, labelled as the debate dataset. 

 

For the second dataset, the Twitter timelines of a number of Dutch politicians were investigated 

between the period of 1 October and 25 November. These dates were chosen in order to allow 

for sufficient time to obtain a helpful amount of question data, since only so many Tweets would 

be published per day during this period, and a large amount of said Tweets did not contain 

questions. The Tweets that were collected were exclusively those that were original Tweets by 

the politicians in question, as opposed to Retweets of other Twitter users’ posts. This choice 

was made because while Retweets could be considered endorsements or agreements with the 

contents of the message Retweeted, they do not say anything about the discursive acts 

undertaken by the politicians in question themselves. Moreover, I limited the selection of 

Tweets to those relating to the coronavirus, to make the topics covered in this dataset 

comparable to those in the first. These Tweets made up the second dataset, labelled the Twitter 

dataset. 

 

It should be noted that for the latter dataset, the distribution of Tweets by particular politicians 

is heavily skewed towards Tweets by Thierry Baudet, of the Forum voor Democratie political 

party. Baudet’s tweeting habits differed strongly from those of the other politicians included; 

he would regularly make dozens of Tweets in a day, meaning that he is overrepresented in the 

dataset. Future research might choose to compensate for situations like this by balancing the 
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number of Tweets collected from different politicians’ accounts, thereby letting go of the 

timeframe between which all Tweets were collected.  

 

3.2 Classification of questions 

 

Once collected, the two respective datasets were analysed with the use of Gnisci & Bonaiuto 

(2003)’s seven types of questions, as discussed above. The collected questions were each tagged 

according to the type that they represented. Comparing the two sets of data and the classification 

of the questions in them then formed the basis of further in-depth analysis and proposed 

explanations for the findings, which is discussed in section (5). 

 

4. Results 

 

In total, 336 questions were collected, of which 199 were taken from a televised debate on the 

national corona policy, which took place on 3 November 2021, and 137 were taken off the 

Twitter accounts belonging to 5 different Dutch politicians. The Tweets were collected between 

the period of 1 October 2021 and 25 November 2021. The two sets of question data were then 

tagged for the type of question used per token. The results for this analysis are shown in Table 

1 and Table 2, respectively. 

 

Table 1. Question types used in the debate dataset. 

Question type Frequency 

Rising declarative 1 

Tag-question 15 

Yes/no question 65 

Disjunctive 5 

Broad wh-question 82 

Narrow wh-question 7 

Indirect question 24 

Total 199 

 

Table 2. Question types used in the Twitter dataset. 

Question type Frequency 

Rising declarative 23 

Tag-question 8 

Yes/no question 51 

Disjunctive 9 

Broad wh-question 30 

Narrow wh-question 11 

Indirect question 5 

Total 137 
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These results show that in the case of political debate, the biggest section of question types is 

made up of broad wh-questions, at 41.2 percent of the total. This is followed by yes/no 

questions, at 32.7 percent, and then by indirect questions, at 12.1 percent. For questions posed 

on Twitter, the biggest portion of the questions is of the yes/no type, at 37.2 percent of the total. 

This is followed by broad wh-questions, at 21.9 percent, and rising declaratives, at 16.8 percent 

of the total. This data is represented, for easier comparison, in Figure 1, below. Here, the bars 

represent the percentage of questions of a particular type in their own dataset, that is, the debate 

dataset or the Twitter dataset. 

 

 
Figure 1. A side-by-side comparison of question type frequency, in percentages. 

 

As these results show, in both datasets, the two largest categories of question types were broad 

wh- and yes/no questions. However, the respective frequencies of those categories were 

reversed; in the debate questions, the most heavily represented question type was the broad wh-

question, whereas the Twitter questions were most often of the yes/no type. Recall that 

according to Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003)’s classification, broad wh-questions are considered the 

least leading question type of the seven types; they suggest that these questions offer the largest 

range of answers possible to the interlocutor or listener, and are as such the least constraining 

in response. Yes/no questions are considered more constraining, though they do not quite rank 

at the top of the list (rising declaratives are considered the most leading according to this 

categorization). Applying this ranking of the question types to the above results, then, suggests 

that the questions posed in a political debate context offer a larger range of answer possibilities 

than those posed by politicians on Twitter.  

 

It should be noted that classification was at times a challenge due to the uncertain nature of 

some of the questions. Particularly the Twitter dataset had a number of uncertain questions, 

including a large number of Tweets by Thierry Baudet wherein he replied to other Tweets with 

simply the word “vaccin?”. These Tweets were classified as rising declaratives, since the 

ellipsis made it difficult to identify another question structure in them; however, an argument 
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could perhaps be made for their classification as a yes/no question (with the underlying structure 

then reading: was this due to the vaccine?). As such, the rising declarative question type may 

be overrepresented in this data, both due to the repetition of this single question and its uncertain 

classification.  

 

5. Discussion 

 

5.1 Constraining answers in political debates 

 

As seen in the results, the debate dataset showed that questions were used that offered a larger 

range of answer possibilities than those in the Twitter dataset. At first glance, it makes sense 

that in a debate context, speakers make use of questions that offer a large range of answer 

possibilities. Political debates, at their most base level, are intended to serve as a way to reach 

productive conclusions; van Eemeren (2010: 4) refers to a “dialectical ideal of critical 

discussion”, which should ultimately serve to further democracy and public discourse. In such 

a deal, questions would then be expected to serve as a way to approach better understanding of 

opponents’ stance and argumentation. Questions that leave a greater range of answer 

possibilities should serve this purpose. This, then, results in questions such as the one posed in 

(3), which exemplifies the kind of discursive goal that van Eemeren describes:  

 

(3) “Hoe gaat het kabinet dat voor elkaar krijgen en welke maatregelen kunnen wat het 

kabinet betreft goed regionaal werken?” (Aukje de Vries, 03/11/2021.) 

 

Of course, as discussed in Section 2, this “dialectical ideal” is in practice not the only end of 

political debates. Recall Krabbe (2002)’s distinction between the goal of a political speech and 

its aim, wherein he found that the primary goal of political discourse was to “resolve disputes”, 

whereas the speaker’s main aim lies in persuading the audience of his rightness. That aim, 

addressing the voting public as opposed to the debate opponent, was upon closer analysis of the 

data clearly reflected in the questions posed throughout the debate in question. Consider the 

following broad wh-questions posed by various politicians over the course of the debate: 

 

(4) “Waarom zegt u niet eerlijk tegen die Nederlander: we hebben gefaald, we hadden dat 

moeten doen?” (Geert Wilders, 03/11/2021). 

(5) “Hoe kunt u dan volhouden dat de uitbreiding van de QR-code, de coronapas, het 

gouden ei is, dat dat nodig is?” (Tunahan Kuzu, 03/11/2021). 

 

On the surface, these questions can all be marked as broad wh-questions, which according to 

Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003)’s classification should invite a broad range of answers from the 

interlocutor. However, the intention behind these questions is not to get an actual answer as to 

why the cabinet won’t tell the Dutch citizen honestly that it’s failed, or how it’s possible that a 

controversial measure has become the crux of the cabinet’s policy. There is a negative value 

judgment present in both of the questions posed above, an implicature that the cabinet’s policy 

in the covid crisis has been a failed one, which is expressed in different ways for the two 

questions. In 2), the implicature states that it is true that the cabinet has failed and should have 
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tried harder; in 3), the implicature is that the expansion of the QR codes is not in fact necessary. 

The broad wh-questions here carry such a strong suggestion of a negative value judgment of 

the opponents’ conduct that they serve to constrain possible answers anyway, despite being 

framed in a way that structurally might invite deeper discussion. 

 

This pattern occurs frequently, and can also be read from the contextual clues of utterances. 

One thing that emerges often in the debate dataset is the tendency of politicians to pose a 

question, often of the broad wh-type as seen above, and answer it themselves, in the same 

breath. See, for instance, example (6): 

 

(6) “Waarom heeft u er niet voor gezorgd dat we nu voldoende personeel en voldoende ic-

plekken hebben? U heeft het tegenovergestelde gedaan.” (Geert Wilders, 03/11/2021) 

 

In this example, Wilders begins with a question whose structure might invite, in a purely good-

faith reading, an explanation from a cabinet member regarding the genuine reason that these 

end goals were not achieved in healthcare. However, the aim of the discourse dictates that 

Wilders is not actually angling for that response; instead, the intent of this utterance is to simply 

re-affirm the presupposition of his question, namely that these goals were not in fact achieved. 

The framing of this question casts the political opponent in a negative light, in a way that is 

more for the benefit of the watching audience than to reach a constructive conclusion on how 

to overcome this shortcoming.  

 

5.2 Twitter questions and audience interaction 

 

On Twitter, on the other hand, the results have shown that the biggest portion of the questions 

is made up of the yes/no question type, followed by broad wh-questions, and rising declaratives. 

Yes/no questions are ranked by Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003) as more constraining in answer 

possibilities than broad wh-questions, though still less so than rising declaratives. It seems, then, 

that on Twitter, politicians have room to lead their audiences and/or interlocutors in more on-

the-surface ways. After all, the claim by Krabbe (2002) that the underlying aim of political 

debates is always connecting with the voting public may apply doubly on Twitter, where there 

is no intrinsic need to aspire towards any productive conclusions or critical discussion. The 

strict constraints in both form and intent of interaction, as Ilie (2003) describes them for debate 

settings, are absent here. 

 

To illustrate this, consider the following examples, taken from the Twitter dataset: 

 

(7) @thierrybaudet: Is there still anyone who seriously thinks this is about PUBLIC 

HEALTH? #GreatReset #CovidScam (Thierry Baudet, 05/10/2021). 

(8) @thierrybaudet: Had ‘ie griep?                  [RT @sbergsma, · Nov 2 IJslandse voetballer 

zakt in elkaar na hartstilstand tijdens wedstrijd https://ad.nl/buitenlands-vo] 

(02/11/2021) 
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Example 5 seems to be meant to be taken as a mockery of people who do still believe ‘this’ is 

about public health; that mockery is heightened by the implicature that this would be a foolish 

thing to believe, as supported by the inclusion of the hashtag “#CovidScam”. Importantly, 

though, Baudet’s phrasing actively challenges his readers on this matter; his audience, the 

voting public, is directly addressed as though he is asking them to step forward and confess 

their beliefs. Of course, there is no expectation that someone will step up to announce that they 

hold this belief; the mocking implicature makes this near impossible. However, the question 

does directly heighten the involvement of its audience, in a way that many of the questions 

posed in the debate context, where their answers could be completed in the same breath by the 

speaker, were not intended to be answered by interlocutors. In this online domain, the 

possibility to interact with and turn directly to the voting populace exists, and the nature of the 

platform means that replies will be left by that very audience, in direct response to this question. 

 

In this context, though, it is important that Baudet is able to steer the responses he gets in a 

particular way. The goal of convincing and retaining audiences means that the type of answer 

imagined by the reader must align closely with Baudet’s political agenda and stances; therefore, 

the use of yes/no questions as opposed to less constraining options may help to ensure that 

audience answers do reach the intended conclusion. Whether the audience actually replies to 

this Tweet, or simply completes the line of thought with intended implicatures mentally, the 

conclusion of the question, utterance, or argument is clearly defined from the outset by the 

question type used by Baudet. 

 

5.3 The presence of an authority 

 

Another potential explanation for the difference in the types of questions that are used between 

platforms is that this degree of leading the audience might not be permissible in a debate 

environment, where the basis of discussion is meant to be good-faith argumentation. Indeed, at 

one point throughout the debate discussed above, Thierry Baudet asks a series of questions of 

a fellow parliamentarian, asking her: 

 

“Ik vroeg me af wat volgens mevrouw Van den Berg de mortaliteit van corona is.” 

“Wat is volgens u ongeveer het mortaliteitscijfer van corona? Kunt u daar een 

percentage aan hangen?” 

“Weet u ook wat de mortaliteit van influenza, de griep, is?” 

 

At this point, Baudet is cut off by the chairperson, who tells him, “Het begint een beetje op een 

quiz te lijken.” (It’s starting to feel a bit like a quiz.) Here, a string of questions with evidently 

available answers, posed one after another in order to lead towards an argument, is cut off by 

an authority; the chairperson’s comment, which can be read as a reprimand, indicates that the 

framing of his argument through questions is read as leading, and perhaps facetious. There is a 

degree of leading audiences towards arguments or conclusions with the use of questions that is 

no longer accepted within this environment. Compare that to Twitter, where there is, in general, 

no such check in place: without a party calling out questions that constrain answers and 

(mis)lead audiences towards foregone conclusions, there is more room to pose questions of this 
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kind, and this might give an indication as to why yes/no questions are so much more common 

in this domain.  

 

It should be noted, though, that there are (very rare) instances in which the platform of Twitter 

itself, as a higher authority, intervenes. Thierry Baudet posted the following Tweet on 7 

November 2021: 

 

(9) @thierrybaudet: En daarbij: de vaccins BESCHERMEN HELEMAAL NIET tegen 

besmetting. Ze werken ook nauwelijks tegen corona en corona is überhaupt nauwelijks 

gevaarlijk. Maar toch is er trouwens OVERSTERFTE sinds we begonnen met de 

vaccinaties…hoe zou dat komen? (Thierry Baudet, 07/11/2021). 

 

This Tweet, as the only one in the dataset, was flagged by Twitter as follows: ‘MISLEADING: 

learn why health officials recommend a vaccine for most people.’ This shows that there are 

limits to how much a politician can mislead followers in Tweets, though it is telling that only 

one of the Tweets from this dataset was flagged as such: the limit is far out, and perhaps it is 

slightly arbitrary which Tweets are actually seen by Twitter and evaluated. Other Tweets in this 

dataset were not flagged despite having heavily (mis)leading tendencies. Note, for instance, 

example (10), which is, as aforementioned, just one in a series of Tweets taking a similar form: 

 

(10) @thierrybaudet: Vaccin? [RT: Klaar voor het weekend.... bericht op fb. Peet, 

maatje van me, vanmiddag overleden aan plotseling hartfalen. Rust zacht maat. Wat een 

wereld.] (Thierry Baudet, 13/11/2021). 

 

These Tweets, whose repetition was briefly discussed in section 4, are notable for the degree to 

which they present a potential conclusion based largely on presuppositions with no real basis 

in the preceding context. For this reason, questions of this type would in debates most likely 

not be tolerated by the moderating presence of the chairperson. On Twitter, though, the rules of 

interaction are different; the relaxedness that comes with the general absence of an authority 

allows for questions to be posed that lead the audience, the voting public, on in a way that would 

in previous locales for political discourse probably not have been possible.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This study has investigated the differences between the questions posed by politicians in debate 

settings and on social media, specifically on Twitter. Two datasets of questions used in these 

respective domains were analyzed for the types of questions that were used by politicians, 

making use of the classification by Gnisci & Bonaiuto (2003), as well as their ranking of these 

question types in terms of answer constraints. The results of this investigation showed that the 

questions asked by politicians on Twitter versus on the debate stage do differ markedly in 

structure and function, with debate questions being broader and less constraining in answer 

possibilities than those asked on Twitter. A proposed explanation for this is that politicians 

navigate the constraints of political debates, where they have to uphold the appearance of 

productive discussion while still speaking first and foremost to their voting public, by asking 
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questions that are on the surface structurally broadly answerable but on closer inspection do not 

allow their interlocutor any real choice in responding. By contrast, Twitter allows politicians to 

speak without a direct opposing interlocutor, directly to the intended audience of the voting 

public, and without the formal rules of the debate setting; as such, more constraining and/or 

leading questions could be asked by politicians in this domain. 

 

The results of this study thus portray strategies politicians use to maneuver their interlocutors 

and audiences through the use of carefully structured questions. The findings are in line with 

the work of previous authors such as Krabbe (2001) and Van Eemeren (2010) on political 

discourse, and allow us to apply these authors’ ideas not only to debate data, but also to the new 

domain of social media, which becomes ever more relevant as our political climate increasingly 

shifts towards the digital. These results thus provide insight into the ways in which political 

discourse is shifting with the use of this new medium for reaching voters. Further research 

might build on the present study by expanding the data collection to a broader range of 

politicians, thereby incorporating more different strategies for addressing audiences. Moreover, 

it would be interesting to investigate whether different social media platforms have politicians 

adopting different question types, depending on the organization of the interaction between 

speaker and audience on other social networks.  
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