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Donald Trump ruled America, and the world, through Twitter. This is almost obvious
from our current perspective, but fifteen years ago it would have sounded like a line
from an absurd science fiction movie. Donald Trump the showy TV star, the semicorrupt businessman, the narcissist who rules America? Then this “Twitter” must
have a special power!
It does, of course.

When artist Bart Domburg decided in October 2020 that Donald Trump’s tweets would
become the subject of his new “writing”, he only knew partially what he was getting
into. Of course, it was clear that a public medium had rarely been more important
in gaining presidential power than Twitter has been to Trump. Trump manipulated
the world via Twitter like an old-fashioned, capricious king; through dozens of tweets
a day, he spread directives, opinions and judgments which were read by more
than eighty million followers. From his main slogan ‘MAKE AMRICA GREAT AGAIN!’
(tweeted 588 times) to self-fabricated conspiracy theories (‘OBAMAGATE MAKES
WATERGATE LOOK LIKE SMALL POTATOES!’ - May 27, 2020), personal insults, often
times with bullying nicknames like ‘Sleepy Joe Biden’, ‘Crooked Hillary Clinton’
and ‘Crazy Nancy Pelosi’. And let’s not forget: a lot of tirades against the “Fake
News Media”. These tweets unmistakably had the goal of “defusing” external world
views that were not in line with the ideas he himself propagated: “The Radical Left
Democrats, working with their partner, the Fake News Media, are trying to STEAL this
Election. We won’t let them! - November 16, 2020). In short, Trump creates his own
world view via Twitter, a highly personal universe. And that highly personal universe
is the foundation of his presidency.

Trump’s tweets also fit perfectly into Domburg’s writing series. Domburg started this
series in 2013, and it consisted of large sheets of paper on which he uses a fineliner
to write texts with great historical significance. Sometimes this was just one single
meaningful sentence, for example by Louis Couperus, or Joseph Goebbels, about
a specific historical subject, which Domburg repeated until one sheet was full from
edge to edge. Later, he began writing out long historical texts or lists from start to
finish, starting with the names of all 102,000 Dutch Jews, Sinti and Roma who were
deported and murdered in World War II. Then followed, amongst other subjects, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and all yearly State of the Union ‘Troonredes’
speeches made by Dutch kings and queens from 1814 until 2021. Then, on October
5, 2020, he realised that Donald Trump was -quite literally- writing history on Twitter
in that very moment. He decides to start his Trump Twitter work a few days earlier:
on October first, a few days before, Trump was diagnosed with Covid-19. After that
he is soon admitted to the Walter Reid Medical Center and is almost completely
isolated from the outside world. For any other past president, this would have meant
that there was a huge barrier to the outside world, to his voters, to his fans, but not
for Trump: he keeps tweeting. He takes it easy for a few days (corona is real), but on
October 5, at 6:30 am, he blasts out a classic Trump Twitter rant from his hospital

bed. It begins, in Trump’s signature capitals, writing: “IF YOU WANT A MASSIVE TAX
INCREASE, THE BIGGEST IN THE HISTORY OF OUR COUNTRY (AND ONE THAT WILL
SHUT OUR ECONOMY AND JOBS DOWN), VOTE DEMOCRAT !!!” After that, another
sixteen tweets follow in the same hour. It shows how important Twitter is to Trump,
and above all, how important Twitter is to shape the way he views the world and
share this with the outside world.

It is quite apparent that it is likely that Donald J. Trump, from January 2017 to January
2021, the 45th president of the United States, would never have obtained that position,
and performed very differently in his presidency if it weren’t for four Californian guys
founding Twitter in March 2006. The concept is simple: any person, from a homeless
man to president, can publish short messages on this website and app, initially of
only 140 characters, later expanding to 280. These messages can be read by anyone,
and anyone can reply to any message. You can also “follow” people so that you can
see all of their messages. Trump was relatively quick to join: on May 4th, 2009, he
tweeted for the first time on Twitter account @realdonaldtrump announcing an
upcoming appearance on David Letterman’s talk show. At that point, and for the first
few months after, Trump doesn’t seem to be managing his Twitter account himself:
almost all of his posts are either announcements of media appearances or uplifting
quotes made by himself, stated in the third person, like this May 12 tweet in 2009:
‘’My persona will never be that of a wallflower - I’d rather build walls than cling to
them” - Donald J. Trump’. Sometimes he starts a tweet with “From Donald Trump”,
implying that the others that don’t have this mentioned, aren’t posted by him. It
takes almost a year for Trump to tweet in the first person singular form, but when
he does remains remarkably well-behaved (‘Melania and I saw American Idiot on
Broadway last night and it was great. An amazing theatrical experience!’ - April 21,
2010). In his first year, he posts less than a hundred tweets - a number that he later, in
his most manic twitter period, sometimes is close to reaching in just one day.
In the spring of 2011, however, Trump begins to portray himself more politically via
Twitter - it has often been speculated that this was partly because President Obama
mocked him in a speech during that year’s Correspondents Dinner. That may or
may not have been a reason, his tweets are becoming more political and critical,
although at first they are mainly about tax and budgetary issues. For example, on
July 20, 2011, “Obama is addicted to spending America into insolvency. His record
proves it.” And on August 3: “Wake Up America - China is eating our lunch.” Trump
soon notices that his most outspoken tweets get the most likes and retweets - and
he is starting to realise that there might be something to gain here. From July 2011,
his amount of tweets will sharply increase, they become more opinionated, get more
and more responses and so on - Trump the populist is born. But more importantly,
during this period he realises that he can create his own world via Twitter. While other
traditional politicians still depend on traditional media such as newspapers and TV
to propagate their vision, Twitter gives Trump independence to do this on his own.
This has three major advantages: he can emphasize this independence and make it
part of his image, he can be in direct contact with his voters and his many followers,
act without the journalists intervening and, perhaps most importantly, it enables him
to ignore the traditional checks and balances of the media. By communicating via
Twitter, Trump is no longer bound by a traditional value; ‘’truth”: he shouts what he
wants and when the traditional media points this out, he dismisses it as “fake news”.
Trump’s Twitter account is the perfect reflection of Trump’s completely personal and
unique worldview.
At first, that world view seems fairly non-committal and not too important, but that
will change when Trump decides to run for the US presidency in 2015 and is actually
elected in 2017. Now his Twitter account is no longer a non-committal outlet, but

