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a b s t r a c t

This study applies Appraisal Theory to analyze evaluative patterns in digital political 
impoliteness, examining how systematic deployment of Judgment and Graduation re-
sources functions as a form of pragmatic exclusion in hostile replies to Spanish politician 
Isabel Diaz Ayuso on X (formerly Twitter). Through manual annotation of 498 Spanish-
language hostile replies collected between April and May 2025, we coded for five Judg-
ment categories (Capacity, Tenacity, Normality, Veracity, Propriety) and intensification 
mechanisms (Force, Focus). Results reveal that Social Sanction judgments, such as Pro-
priety- (63.5 %) and Veracity- (20.4 %), sharply outweigh Social Esteem evaluations, 
indicating a focus on moral delegitimization over competence critique.
Intensification was present in 70.1 % of replies, realized through typography, repetition, 
irony, and emoji. Notably, 29.5 % of replies contained gendered language, disproportion-
ately associated with Propriety- and Normality-judgments (χ 2 = 52.85, p < 0.000001), 
suggesting gendered language disproportionately co-occurs with moral and behavioral 
judgments. Eleven recurrent impoliteness strategies were identified, often combining 
multiple negative evaluations with multimodal amplification. This case study introduces 
the concept of evaluative gatekeeping to describe how hostile replies may use neutral-
seeming assessment to challenge political legitimacy in gendered terms. These findings 
suggest that digital hostility toward female political figures may center on moral judg-
ment rather than policy critique, raising implications for pragmatic exclusion and 
gendered participation in online political discourse.
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the 

CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Impolite replies to female politicians on social media represent a critical intersection of digital discourse, gender politics, 
and democratic participation. Research consistently demonstrates that women in political leadership face systematic online 
harassment that differs qualitatively from attacks on male counterparts, with hostility targeting personal characteristics 
rather than policy competence (Musi et al., 2025; Southern and Harmer, 2021). These interactions matter because they 
reflect deeper ideological structures perpetuating gender inequality while potentially undermining democratic engage-
ment, as documented evidence shows online aggression causes women to become more cautious about political expression 
(Nadim and Fladmoe, 2021; Reich and Bachl, 2025).
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In the Spanish context, political discourse on Twitter is notably confrontational, especially during electoral cycles (Gamir-
Ríos et al., 2022; Torregrosa et al., 2023). Female politicians, particularly those in leadership positions, often encounter
intensified scrutiny in this ideologically polarized space (Camargo-Fern � andez and Polo-Artal, 2024). Isabel Díaz Ayuso,
President of the Community of Madrid, exemplifies this dynamic. Her prominent conservative stance and visibility make 
responses to her posts a revealing site for analyzing how female political authority is contested online.

Prior studies have mapped impoliteness strategies in digital political discourse, Saz-Rubio's (2023) analysis of Prime 
Ministers' replies offering a detailed typology of aggression. However, these frameworks focus primarily on the form of 
hostility rather than its evaluative content. This study builds on that work by examining how aggression against a specific 
female political figure is structured evaluatively, using Ayuso as a revelatory case for understanding gendered political 
assessment.

Appraisal Theory (Martin and White, 2005), particularly the Judgment subsystem, provides a structured framework for 
analyzing evaluations of human behavior along axes of social esteem (capacity, tenacity, normality) and social sanction 
(veracity, propriety). Prior applications to Spanish political discourse confirm its utility in identifying recurring evaluative
patterns (Carri � o-Pastor, 2025). Graduation resources, such as intensifiers, typography, and emoji, further modulate the force
and focus of these evaluations (Makki and Zappavigna, 2022; Zappavigna, 2013).

This study applies Appraisal Theory to a curated sample of hostile replies to Ayuso to examine how political aggression 
against a female leader is structured evaluatively. The aim is to identify which traits are most frequently condemned, how 

intensely they are judged, and whether these patterns reflect gendered ideologies of leadership.
Research Question: How is Isabel Díaz Ayuso evaluated in impolite replies on X, and what Judgment and Graduation 

resources are mobilized to delegitimize her leadership in this specific political and cultural context?

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Digital impoliteness and incivility

Digital impoliteness encompasses intentional use of language to cause offense in online interactions, distinguished from 

incivility (subtler breaches of mutual respect) and intolerance (expressions violating democratic equality principles) 
(Culpeper, 2021; Rega et al., 2023; Rossini, 2022). These distinctions enable precise analysis: impoliteness typically targets 
individual characteristics while intolerance challenges democratic legitimacy itself.

Foundational frameworks from Culpeper (2011), Locher and Bousfield (2008), and Terkourafi (2015) conceptualize 
impoliteness through face-threatening acts, relational work, and frame-based conventionalization. However, these ap-
proaches focus on delivery mechanisms rather than systematically analyzing evaluative content, which is a limitation 
particularly problematic for political discourse where moral logic underlying attacks carries significant ideological 
implications.

Recent empirical research validates systematic patterns through large-scale analysis. Platform-specific studies show X 
exhibits higher incivility than Facebook due to character limitations and algorithmic amplification (Oz et al., 2018). Large-
scale analysis reveals gendered patterns: women politicians receive attacks targeting appearance and sexual behavior rather 
than policy positions, while cross-cultural evidence demonstrates female leaders across opposing ideologies encounter
similar misogynistic abuse strategies (Musi et al., 2025; Vladimirou and Fern � andez-Amaya, 2024).

Spanish political discourse requires frameworks sensitive to cultural specificities. Systematic corpus studies establish
methodological precedents for analyzing Spanish political X discourse (S � anchez-Junquera et al., 2020; Torregrosa et al.,
2023), while research consistently shows particularly high tension during electoral periods (Baviera et al., 2019; 
Guerrero-Sol �e, 2022). Recent work by Saz-Rubio (2023) and Carri � o Pastor (2025) demonstrates how systematic frame-
works can be applied to Spanish political leaders' Twitter responses, though these studies focus primarily on identifying 
strategic patterns rather than examining underlying evaluative logic.

2.2. Appraisal Theory: Judgment and Graduation

Appraisal Theory provides systematic frameworks for analyzing evaluative language through three subsystems: Attitude, 
Engagement, and Graduation (Martin and White, 2005). Unlike typological approaches listing impoliteness strategies, 
Appraisal maps discourse evaluative architecture through codable categories enabling intercoder reliability and cross-
context comparisons.

Within Appraisal, the Judgment subsystem is particularly relevant for political discourse. It captures how speakers 
evaluate human behavior according to moral and social norms. Judgment is divided into two domains: social esteem, which 
includes Capacity (ability and competence), Tenacity (resolve and dependability), and Normality (conformity to expected 
behavior); and social sanction, which includes Veracity (truthfulness and honesty) and Propriety (ethics and morality). 

This framework has proven useful in studies of political discourse. Ross and Caldwell (2020) show how Trump's tweets 
use Judgment to attack opponents' character. Cavasso and Taboada (2021) find that online comments often rely on character 
evaluations rather than emotional reactions.

In Spanish-language contexts, Carri � o Pastor (2025) applied Appraisal Theory to aggressive replies to Prime Minister
Pedro S � anchez, identifying six affect categories including culturally shaped patterns of dissatisfaction and moral
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disapproval. This confirms that Appraisal can capture recurring evaluative strategies in Spanish political Twitter. The present 
study builds on this by focusing more specifically on Judgment and Graduation in replies to a female conservative leader. 

Graduation encompasses resources that intensify or attenuate evaluative meanings. In digital contexts, Force mecha-
nisms include lexical intensifiers (“absolutamente incompetente”), typography as emphasis (“¡MENTIROSA!”), repetition 
and emoji as amplifiers (e.g. angry-face emoji expressing outrage, thumbs-down emoji signalling disapproval) (Zappavigna, 
2013). These amplify the impact of Judgment and signal emotional intensity or group alignment (Hansson et al., 2022; Makki 
and Zappavigna, 2022).

The extension of Graduation to multimodal elements requires theoretical justification, as traditional Appraisal Theory 
focused primarily on lexico-grammatical resources. However, recent work by Zappavigna (2013, 2022) and Hansson et al. (2022) 
demonstrates that emoji and typographic emphasis function as functional equivalents to lexical intensifiers in digital political 
contexts, operating within Graduation:Force to amplify evaluative stance. Their analysis of judgment in political protest online 
shows how visual elements perform analogous pragmatic work to traditional intensification mechanisms. We therefore treat 
emoji, capitalization, and excessive punctuation as multimodal Graduation resources that extend rather than replace the 
traditional framework, recognizing their role in amplifying and sharpening evaluative meaning in platform-specific ways. 

Together, Judgment and Graduation offer a replicable framework for identifying not just how online aggression mani-
fests, but what ideological and moral work it performs. The current study applies this framework to impolite replies directed 
at Isabel Díaz Ayuso, aiming to uncover the evaluative architecture that underpins gendered hostility in Spanish digital 
political discourse.

The systematic nature of Appraisal Theory's evaluative categories makes it particularly suited for examining how 

gendered ideologies may systematically structure political evaluation, revealing whether attacks on female leaders cluster 
around specific types of moral and social judgments that differ from those targeting male politicians.

2.3. Gendered evaluation and legitimacy attacks

Women in political leadership face systematic discursive challenges shaped by gender-role incongruity (Eagly and Karau, 
2002). Political behavior that is agentic and assertive can violate normative expectations of femininity, while displays of 
warmth may be perceived as weak or incompetent. These tensions result in a “double bind” for women, where nearly any 
performance of leadership can trigger criticism.

This incongruity is not just discursive but evaluative. Delegitimizing replies to female politicians on X frequently cluster 
around specific Judgment categories within the Appraisal framework, particularly in the domain of social sanction. Insults 
such as corrupta (“corrupt”), sinvergüenza (“shameless”), and mentirosa (“liar”) signal the prevalence of Propriety and Ve-
racity evaluations-targeting morality and truthfulness. These categories frame women not merely as poor leaders, but as 
ethically and personally unfit for public office. Such attacks operate as a form of gendered moral policing, invoking ex-
pectations of virtue, modesty, and honesty that are disproportionately applied to women in politics (Rohrbach et al., 2023;
Vladimirou and Fern � andez-Amaya, 2024).

Large-scale studies confirm these tendencies. Southern and Harmer (2021) found that online replies to women MPs 
overrepresented accusations of dishonesty and disgrace. Similarly, Rheault et al. (2019) demonstrate that female politicians 
are significantly more likely than male counterparts to be targeted with comments attacking their appearance, personality, 
and personal life, rather than policy positions, highlighting a systematic focus on character over competence in digital
aggression. In the Spanish context, Carri� o Pastor (2025) identified moral disapproval and culturally negative affect as
recurrent themes in hostile replies. Computational studies likewise reveal a high frequency of lexically identifiable hate 
speech markers targeting women's morality, credibility, and mental stability (Iranzo-Cabrera et al., 2025).

These patterns of evaluative hostility are not without consequence. In a systematic review of 73 studies, Koch et al. (2025) 
found that 81 % reported psychological distress or withdrawal from political engagement among women targeted by online 
hostility, underscoring how gendered evaluation functions not just discursively but politically, as a tool of exclusion.

Online harassment is not merely spontaneous aggression but a systematic ideological practice that encodes gender 
norms through evaluation. By applying Appraisal Theory to this corpus, the present study asks whether gendered hostility 
follows regular, codable patterns of social and moral judgment or whether it functions as a diffuse, affective phenomenon. 
The analysis that follows investigates how these Judgment categories, along with Graduation markers, construct delegiti-
mization within digital political conflict.

3. Data and method

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach grounded in Appraisal Theory to examine how hostile political discourse 
operates evaluatively in replies to Isabel Díaz Ayuso on the platform X (formerly Twitter).

3.1. Corpus selection and scope

The dataset used in this study consists of 498 Spanish-language replies to Isabel Díaz Ayuso, collected via X's advanced 
search interface between April 1 and May 9, 2025. This time frame was selected to capture a period of high political salience 
without distortion by a single dominant news cycle.
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This represents a purposive sample focused on evaluative discourse, as the study examines patterns of hostile assess-
ment rather than general mention patterns. Replies were collected using search terms based on Ayuso's name and variants, 
with systematic inclusion criteria: (1) Spanish language content, (2) direct reply format, (3) clear negative evaluative stance 
toward Ayuso, and (4) individual authorship (excluding identifiable bot accounts). This hostile-reply focus enables intensive 
analysis of evaluative weaponization patterns, though it precludes comparison with neutral evaluation baselines. We treat 
hostile replies as a distinct discourse variety requiring systematic analysis of its evaluative architecture, following estab-
lished practice in impoliteness research (Culpeper, 2011; Saz-Rubio, 2023).

The present study draws on the final analytical 498-reply sample that exhibited clear evaluative stance toward Ayuso. 
This selection criterion aligns with the study's focus on hostile assessment patterns, excluding neutral news shares, factual 
queries, and non-evaluative mentions. The resulting sample size balances intensive manual annotation depth and feasibility 
for qualitative annotation and aligns with prior studies of impoliteness and appraisal in political discourse (e.g. Musi et al., 
2025; Ross and Caldwell, 2020). The resulting 498-post sample includes varying tone, intensity, and topic.

This single-case design enables intensive pragmatic analysis of systematic evaluative patterns while maintaining 
analytical depth. Following established practice in critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013) and case study methodology 
(Yin, 2018), we treat Ayuso as a revelatory case that illuminates broader mechanisms of gendered political evaluation in 
digital contexts. While this approach prioritizes analytical depth over comparative breadth, the systematic annotation 
framework and statistical analysis provide replicable insights into how hostile evaluation operates as a form of digital 
political exclusion.

3.2. Annotation procedure

Annotation was performed using the Judgment and Graduation subsystems of Appraisal Theory (Martin and White, 
2005). Each reply was manually coded for:

• Judgment type (Capacity, Tenacity, Normality, Veracity, Propriety)
• Polarity (Positive/Negative)
• Graduation (Force and Focus)

The coding framework is informed by recent applications of Appraisal Theory to Spanish political discourse (Carri�o-
Pastor, 2025; Cavasso and Taboada, 2021; Saz Rubio, 2024), particularly for refining the operationalization of Judgment 
categories in hostile digital environments. The framework was further adapted to account for typographic and multimodal 
cues frequently observed in online political impoliteness, including capitalization, excessive punctuation, emoji, and 
repetition. These were treated as Graduation:Force resources that amplify evaluative meaning.

Graduation: Focus, particularly in its ironic realization, was annotated when evaluative polarity was pragmatically
inverted. For example, sarcastic statements such as “Muy inteligente” or “Qu � e profesional eres” were identified as sharpened
or ironic evaluations when the communicative context clearly signaled insult rather than praise. These constructions were 
especially frequent in replies targeting Capacity and Propriety judgments.

Annotation proceeded in two phases. In the pilot phase, a subset of 200 replies (40 % of the corpus) was independently 
annotated by two trained coders following the Appraisal Theory framework (Judgment and Graduation subsystems). 
Interrater agreement reached Fleiss' k = 0.54, and all discrepancies were reviewed and adjudicated to refine coding 
guidelines.

The remaining 298 replies (60 %) were then annotated by the lead author using the revised scheme. We understand that 
this single-annotator approach is common in pragmatics research but it introduces a potential for consistency drift over 
time. To mitigate this risk, the annotation protocol included detailed reasoning logs and category decision criteria. Future 
work should incorporate post-pilot coder triangulation, such as subsample re-annotation or adjudication checks, to further 
validate interpretive consistency across larger datasets.

Judgment categories and gender labels were assigned through interpretive analysis following established semantic tests 
(Martin and White, 2005). However, in some cases, a single utterance could plausibly be interpreted through multiple 
evaluative lenses (e.g., Normality-vs. Veracity-). To solve this issue, we have used Gendered Language Identification Criteria:
1. Biological/reproductive references (e.g., "est� a en sus días")
2. Appearance-based sexualization (e.g., "ense~ na las tetas")
3. Infantilizing diminutives (e.g., “nena,” "churri")
4. Stereotypical female behavior attribution (e.g., "hist� erica") "hist �erica") 
5. A hypothetical gender-substitution heuristic: Would this expression be used against a male politician in equivalent context?

Borderline cases were excluded from gendered analysis to maintain conservative coding standards.
The following reply (Fig. 1) illustrates how multiple evaluative and impoliteness resources co-occur in a single reply:
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All data used in this study were publicly accessible on X. In line with institutional ethical guidelines for social media 
research, no usernames, profile images, or personal identifiers are included in any data excerpts.

3.3. Strategy typology construction

The impoliteness strategy types outlined in Table 1 were not pre-assigned or automatically extracted. Rather, they were 
developed inductively, through qualitative clustering of co-occurring Judgment categories and Graduation mechanisms, 
following the completion of Appraisal annotation. This approach builds on recent work by Saz-Rubio (2023), who em-
phasizes the importance of data-driven adaptations of Culpeper's (1996, 2011) model when analyzing impoliteness in 
digitally mediated discourse.

Eleven recurrent strategy types were identified (e.g., Direct Insults, Sarcastic Praise, Credibility Attacks, Infantilization). 
While some categories (such as Direct Insults or Mock Politeness) align loosely with established impoliteness super-
strategies, others (e.g., Sexualized Moral Judgment, Clustered Delegitimization) emerged uniquely from the evaluative 
and multimodal patterns observed in this corpus. These functional labels offer a systematized, usage-based framework for 
interpreting how hostile replies construct public delegitimation through patterned combinations of judgmental stance and 
intensification.

Table 1 summarizes 11 impoliteness strategies identified through inductive analysis of judgmental stance and graduation 
mechanisms. 1 While some categories align with established super-strategies (e.g., Culpeper, 1996), the framework is 
grounded in corpus patterns.

Item: Tiene que ir durísimo ser así de retrasada (clown-face emoji; eye-roll emoji) 

Translation: It must be so tough to be that retarded (clown-face emoji; eye-roll emoji) 

Annotation Categories Interpretation 

Judgment: Normality- (explicit slur: 
retrasada) + implied Veracity- 

Targets cognitive abnormality and possibly 
willful ignorance, delegitimizing Ayuso as 
irrational or clueless. 

Graduation: Force (así de), Focus (irony, 
emoji-based ridicule) 

Intensifies the insult lexically and 
pragmatically via mock-sympathy and 
nonverbal sharpening. 

Emoji 
Functions: 

clown-face emoji:  ridicule; 
eye-roll emoji: 
sarcasm/contempt 

Reinforce judgment through visual cues — 
the clown emoji distills Ayuso into 
ridicule; eye-roll signals dismissal. 

Impoliteness: Direct Insult, Mock Empathy, 
Visual Harassment 

Combines explicit offense, sarcastic 
structure, and emoji aggression to 
construct a layered hostile message. 

Gendered? Borderline (no direct stereotype) "Retrasada" has a feminized form, but no 
explicitly gendered frame or stereotype is 
activated here. 

Fig. 1. Annotated example of multilayered impoliteness in a reply targeting Isabel Díaz Ayuso.

Table 1
Functionally derived typology of impoliteness strategies mapped to appraisal resources.

Impoliteness Strategy Appraisal Category Spanish Examples (English 
Translation)

Evaluative Function Gendered Implications

Direct insults Judgment: Capacity- inútil (useless), incompetente 
(incompetent), no sirve para 
nada (good for nothing) 

Attacks leadership 
competence

Questions women's fitness 
to govern

Character assassination Judgment: Propriety- corrupta (corrupt), 
sinvergüenza (shameless), 
inmoral (immoral)

Moral delegitimization Moral policing of female 
behavior

(continued on next page)

1 Some examples (e.g., 'Qu � e lista eres', 'CORRUPTA') appear in multiple tables to illustrate intersecting functions (Judgment, Graduation, Gendered
Framing).
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The classification is function-oriented, not face-based: strategies are not mapped to positive or negative face orientation 
but are instead grounded in how hostile evaluation is enacted through language and multimodal emphasis. This analytical 
stance reflects the shift in recent impoliteness research away from fixed theoretical categories toward context-sensitive, 
emergent typologies adapted to platform-specific affordances.

Each reply was labeled with one or more strategy types after Appraisal coding was complete. Strategy assignment was 
performed manually by the lead author through interpretive analysis. Replies frequently involved clusters of strategies, 
especially when multiple negative judgments (e.g., Propriety- + Veracity-) were stacked and intensified through Gradua-
tion: Force or Focus. These co-occurring resources are central to how evaluative impoliteness is performed, and the resulting 
taxonomy captures the recurrent pragmatic forms through which political figures are delegitimized in hostile replies.

4. Results

This section presents the evaluative and graduation patterns observed in the 498 hostile replies to Isabel Díaz Ayuso. All 
tweets in the sample contained at least one negative evaluation, confirming the dataset's focus on impolite discourse. The 
analysis identifies dominant Judgment categories, Graduation mechanisms, and the intersection of gendered aggression 
with evaluative stance.

4.1. Judgment patterns: moral condemnation prevails

Out of 498 annotated replies, 415 (83.3 %) contained at least one negative Judgment category. The remaining 84 replies 
either expressed non-judgmental hostility (e.g., phatic insults, mockery without clear evaluation), were ambiguous, or 
relied solely on Graduation or gendered framing without explicit judgmental content. Negative assessments were 
distributed across all five Judgment subtypes, though some appeared far more frequently and forcefully than others. 

Propriety-judgments overwhelmingly dominated the corpus, appearing in 316 replies (63.5 %) as either a primary or 
secondary category. These evaluations framed Ayuso as morally corrupt, dishonest, unethical, or shameless. Lexical triggers 
included corrupta, sinvergüenza, inmoral, and metaphors like rata, often intensified by exclamatives or typographic force 
(e.g., ¡¡¡CORRUPTA!!!). These were used to delegitimize her political legitimacy and trustworthiness, positioning her as a 
morally unfit public servant.

Tenacity-was the second most frequent subtype (173 replies, 34.7 %), typically characterizing Ayuso as weakwilled, 
unstable, cowardly, or emotionally fragile. Expressions such as cobarde, llora, no aguanta nada, and histeriquea implied 
unreliability or poor leadership resilience. These attacks often intersected with stereotypically gendered framings of 
emotional excess, though not always explicitly.

Normality-judgments were present in 152 replies (30.5 %), portraying Ayuso as irrational, erratic, or deviant from ex-
pected political behavior. Many examples were humorous or sarcastic, invoking absurdity or discreditation (e.g., vaya
personaje, est � as fatal, or visual shorthand such as the clown-face emoji functioning as ridicule). These judgments attacked
not her morality or strength per se, but her perceived credibility or normalcy as a political actor.

Veracity-judgments, though less common (102 replies, 20.4 %), were pointed. These framed Ayuso as deceptive, 
manipulative, or out of touch with reality, often using terms like mentirosa, todo falso, or vive en su burbuja. Such evaluations 
questioned not only her honesty but also her epistemic alignment with the public or truth itself.

Table 1 (continued )

Impoliteness Strategy Appraisal Category Spanish Examples (English 
Translation)

Evaluative Function Gendered Implications

Credibility attacks Judgment: Veracity- mentirosa (liar), falsa (fake), 
embustera (deceiver)

Undermines credibility Reinforces stereotypes of 
female dishonesty

Ridicule/mockery Judgment: Normality- loca (crazy), ridícula 
(ridiculous), chalada (nutcase)

Positions as deviant or 
irrational

Frames women as 
emotionally unfit or 
socially inappropriate 

Weakness accusations Judgment: Tenacity- d � ebil (weak), blanda (soft),
cobarde (coward) 

Questions resolve and 
resilience

Targets female emotional 
fragility

Intensified hostility Graduation: Force ¡MENTIROSA! (LIAR!), muyyy 
tonta (verrry stupid), !!! 
(excessive punctuation)

Amplifies negative 
evaluations

Escalates emotional 
aggression

Sarcastic praise Graduation: Focus (ironic) Qu� e lista eres (“Aren't you
clever”), muy inteligente (“so 
intelligent”) [sarcastic] 

Inverts polarity via irony Patronizing dismissal

Visual harassment Graduation: Force 
(multimodal)

angry-face emoji (anger), red-
face emoji (rage), lipstick 
emoji, eggplant emoji, mocking 
memes

Intensifies evaluation via 
visuals

Sexualization/intimidation 
via semiotics

Sexualized appearance 
critiques

Judgment: Propriety-/ 
Normality-

puta (whore), zorra (slut),
ense ~ na las tetas (show your
tits)

Sexualized moral/social 
judgment

Undermines legitimacy via 
body objectification
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Capacity-judgments appeared least often (86 replies, 17.3 %), targeting Ayuso's intelligence, competence, or effectiveness 
as a leader. Examples included subnormal, cero neuronas, or sarcastic praise like qu � e lideresa. These were sometimes com-
bined with Normality or Tenacity in clusters that reinforced a portrayal of cognitive or professional unfitness.

Together, these data confirm that Social Sanction judgments (Propriety- + Veracity-) were far more prominent than 
Social Esteem judgments (Capacity-, Tenacity-, Normality-). The replies focused less on Ayuso's competence or tempera-
ment and more on moral blame, dishonesty, and abnormality, aligning with broader patterns of public delegitimation 
through moral discourse.

This trend is visually summarized in Fig. 2, which displays the distribution of all negative Judgment types, combining 
primary and secondary occurrences. Propriety-judgments dominate sharply, while Tenacity- and Normality-follow as 
auxiliary modes of attack. Veracity- and Capacity-are less frequent but often cluster with other judgments.

While these associations are statistically significant, the effect sizes are small to moderate (Cram � er's V = 0.19), indicating
that Judgment categories explain approximately 3.6 % of variance in Graduation patterns.

4.2. Graduation: force and focus

Graduation resources were pervasive across the dataset, with 349 of 498 replies (70.1 %) exhibiting some form of 
intensification or attitudinal sharpening. Both Force and Focus mechanisms were mobilized to amplify judgmental stance, 
often layering emphasis with sarcasm, repetition, or multimodal cues.

Force was the more common type, appearing in 268 replies, often through typographic emphasis (e.g., all caps, excla-
mation marks), lexical intensifiers (e.g., muy, tan, así de), or repetition. Examples include iii CORRUPTA!!!, muy muy mal, or
sequences like pat �etica, pat �etica, pat � etica. These mechanisms boosted the severity, urgency, or ridicule of the judgment
expressed — especially in tweets targeting Propriety- or Tenacity-.

Focus was present in 186 replies, typically realized through irony, quotation distancing, or sarcastic constructions that 
inverted the surface polarity. Phrases such as qu � e crack, muy profesional, or gran lideresa carried a sharpened, mocking tone, 
often identifiable only through context or known evaluative drift. These constructions disproportionately targeted Capacity-
and Propriety-judgments. In some cases, users combined both types of Graduation in a single utterance, for instance, QU �E 
LISTA ERES (sarcastic praise accompanied by an eye-roll emoji), where typographic emphasis and sarcasm co-occur.

A subset of 105 replies (21.1 %) featured both Force and Focus, creating dense clusters of evaluative intensity. These 
combinations were especially common in replies using sarcastic praise amplified by emoji-based ridicule (e.g. clown-face 
emoji, eye-roll emoji), mock quotations, or exaggerated exclamations.

A more granular analysis of Graduation revealed five recurring intensification strategies (Fig. 3) 2 : lexical intensifiers, 
typographic emphasis, irony/sarcasm, multimodal cues (e.g., emoji), and repetition. These often co-occurred, particularly in 
tweets combining moral judgment with sarcastic stance. Although 349 replies contained Graduation, the total frequency of

Fig. 2. Distribution of negative judgment categories in 498 replies.

2 Fig. 3. Proportional breakdown of Graduation mechanisms observed in the 349 replies (70.1 % of total) that contained at least one intensification or 
attitudinal sharpening resource. Percentages reflect the proportion of replies containing each type of mechanism. Many replies contain multiple Grad-
uation types (e.g., typographic emphasis + emoji), so total exceeds 100 %.
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mechanisms listed reflects only the most salient types. Several replies contain more than one mechanism (e.g., typographic 
emphasis and emoji), while others employed less frequent forms such as elongation, paralinguistic repetition, or stylized 
mockery not reflected in the count.

A total of 153 replies employed multimodal Graduation (e.g., emoji-based resources, hyperlinks). Common emoji types 
included the poop emoji, clown-face emoji, eye-roll emoji, and skull emoji, which typically appeared alongside sarcastic or 
typographically intensified text. In addition, 127 replies incorporated links or images referencing scandals or circulating 
memes, thereby contextualizing and reinforcing the evaluative judgment.

4.3. Judgment–Graduation clusters

Among the 415 replies containing negative Judgment, a total of 349 (84.1 %) also included one or more Graduation 
mechanisms. This suggests that intensification resources were present in the majority of evaluative replies in the corpus. 

Table 2 presents the distribution of Graduation types (Force, Focus, Both, or None) across the five Judgment categories. 
Propriety-judgments showed the highest overall frequency of co-occurring Graduation mechanisms, with 121 instances of 
Force, 63 of Focus, and 65 replies containing both. Normality- and Tenacity-also exhibited frequent combinations, partic-
ularly through the use of emoji, ironic constructions, or typographic emphasis. By contrast, Capacity- and Veracity-
judgments were less frequently intensified, and more often occurred without additional Graduation.

While Force mechanisms (e.g., lexical amplifiers, CAPS, repetition, punctuation) were the most frequently observed 
across the dataset, Focus resources such as irony, quotation distancing, and multimodal cues (e.g., emoji) were notably 
present in tweets involving sarcasm or rhetorical inversion.

Table 3 provides representative examples of these pairings. Each row illustrates a typical combination of Judgment and 
Graduation types observed in the data, along with its corresponding Spanish example and English translation. For instance, 
Muy corrupta, totalmente inmoral exemplifies Propriety- + Force (Lexical), while Qu � e normalita eres (accompanied by a 
clown-face emoji and an eye-roll emoji) demonstrates a combination of Normality-judgment and Focus through irony and 
emoji-based ridicule.

Fig. 3. Distribution of graduation mechanisms in impolite replies.

Table 2
Distribution of graduation mechanisms across judgment categories.

Judgement Type Force Focus Both Force & Focus None Total Mentions a

Propriety- 121 63 65 123 372
Normality- 41 18 17 36 112
Tenacity- 34 11 9 29 83
Capacity- 14 6 0 26 46
Veracity- 15 10 0 26 51
Total 225 108 91 240 664

a Rows reflect co-occurrence counts across all tweets where the respective Judgment category appeared (primary or secondary). Because tweets can 
contain multiple Judgment categories and Graduation types, row totals exceed the number of tweets in the corpus (N = 498).
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4.4. Gender weaponization

Out of 498 annotated replies, 147 tweets (29.5 %) were marked as containing gendered expressions or evaluations, either 
explicitly or implicitly. These replies included references to appearance, sexual behavior, emotionality, or stereotypically 
feminized traits.

Gendered language most frequently co-occurred with Normality- (n = 41) and Propriety- (n = 45) judgments. Other co-
occurrences included Tenacity- (n = 30), Capacity- (n = 18), and Veracity- (n = 13). The remaining 351 judgmental tweets 
did not contain gendered language. Table 4 summarizes the co-occurrence of gender weaponization by Judgment type.

A Chi-square test of independence confirmed a statistically significant association between Judgment category and the 
presence of gendered language: χ 2 (4, N = 498) = 52.85, p < 0.000000001. This indicates that the use of gendered language 
was not evenly distributed across Judgment types but was more prevalent in certain evaluative domains, particularly 
Propriety- and Normality-.

A total of 12 tweets included multiple gendered expressions, often combined with typographic or multimodal Gradu-
ation (e.g., , quotation marks). These tweets typically layered insults targeting morality, normality, and competence through 
gendered frames. To illustrate the range of expressions, Table 5 provides representative examples of gendered language 
from the corpus, categorized by their primary evaluative function.

Replies were considered gendered if the content met one or more of the following criteria:

• Referenced stereotypical female behavior (e.g., hysteria, vanity, fragility)
• Used diminutives or infantilizing forms (e.g., nena, churri)
• Contained sexual or appearance-based remarks
• Failed the a hypothetical gender-substitution heuristic, i.e., would not likely be used to critique a male figure in the same 

context

Table 3
Examples of judgment–graduation pairings.

Judgment Type Graduation Type Example and its translation

Propriety- Force (lexical) Muy corrupta, totalmente inmoral
(Very corrupt, totally immoral)

Veracity- Force (CAPS) MENTIROSA, TODO FALSO
(LIAR, EVERYTHING IS FALSE)

Normality- Focus (Irony/Emoji) Qu � e normalita eres (“Aren't you normal?”, sarcastic praise accompanied by a 
clown-face emoji and an eye-roll emoji)

Tenacity- Force + emoji Cobarde… otra vez, D � ebil (“coward… Again, weak”; intensified through 
emoji-based dismissiveness)

Capacity- Focus (irony) Toda una líder…, no das una
(Such a leader…, you don't get one thing right)

Table 4
Gendered vs. Non-Gendered Judgments by Category.

Judgment Type Gendered Non-Gendered Total

Propriety- 45 327 372
Normality- 41 71 112
Tenacity- 30 53 83
Capacity- 18 28 46
Veracity- 13 38 51

Table 5
Representative examples of gendered expressions in judgmental replies.

Spanish Excerpt English Translation Judgment Type Gendered Mechanism

Típica nena con rabieta Typical baby girl throwing a tantrum Normality- Infantilization
Ens � e ~ nanos las tetas, churri Show us your tits, babe Propriety- Sexualized mockery
Como buena loca, todo mal Like a proper lunatic, everything wrong Normality- Gendered emotionality
Est � a en sus días, seguro She must be on her period Tenacity- Biological stereotype
Una hist � erica sin oficio ni beneficio A hysteric with no purpose or use Capacity- Mental instability trope 
Calladita est �as m � as mona You're prettier when you're quiet Veracity- Silencing + appearance
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4.5. Statistical association between Judgment and Graduation

To assess whether the presence and type of Graduation resources varied systematically across different Judgment cat-
egories, a Chi-square test of independence was conducted on the full dataset of 498 replies. Graduation was categorized into 
four types: Force only, Focus only, Both, or None, and cross-tabulated with the five negative Judgment types.

The analysis revealed a statistically significant association between Judgment type and Graduation type: χ 2 (12, 
N = 498) = 31.07, p = 0.0019, with a Cram �er's V = 0.19, indicating a small to moderate effect size. This effect size (Cram �er's 
V = 0.19) represents a small-to-moderate association according to conventional interpretation guidelines (Cohen, 2013), 
indicating that approximately 3.6 % of the variance in Graduation type can be attributed to Judgment category. While 
statistically significant, this suggests that Judgment–Graduation co-occurrence patterns show systematic tendencies rather 
than strong deterministic relationships.

As shown in Table 2, Propriety-judgments were most frequently accompanied by Graduation mechanisms, especially 
Force (e.g., lexical intensifiers, typographic emphasis) and Both. Of the 372 Propriety-tweets, 249 (66.9 %) contained either 
Force, Focus, or both. Normality- and Tenacity-judgments also exhibited high Graduation co-occurrence, particularly in the 
form of Focus resources such as irony, emoji, and quotation distancing.

In contrast, Veracity-judgments were more likely to occur without Graduation, with 25 of 51 tweets (49 %) showing no 
intensifying or focusing mechanisms. Capacity-judgments were frequently paired with Focus (e.g., sarcastic praise), though 
overall Graduation presence was lower than in Propriety- or Normality-judgments.

These frequency distributions are detailed in Table 2, and illustrative examples of Judgment–Graduation pairings are 
provided in Table 3. This pattern of results supports the presence of distinct Judgment–Graduation combinations across the 
corpus.

4.6. Judgment clusters and strategy types

A total of 192 replies (46.4 %) included multiple negative judgments within the same tweet. These judgment clusters 
typically combined two or more evaluative stances (e.g., Propriety- + Veracity-, or Normality- + Tenacity-), often layered 
with intensifying Graduation mechanisms. The most frequent combinations were:
1. Propriety- + Veracity- (e.g., mentirosa corrupta)
2. Normality- + tenacity- (e.g., ridícula y cobarde)
3. Propriety- + normality- (e.g., vaya personaje, vergüenza ajena)

Based on recurrent patterns of co-occurring judgments and Graduation resources, a typology of impoliteness strategies 
was developed. Eleven strategy types were identified across the corpus, each labeled after annotation and coded by the lead 
author. Out of 498 replies, 426 tweets (85.5 %) were assigned one or more strategy labels. In Fig. 4, you can see the most 
frequently observed types.

Fig. 4. Number of annotated replies per impoliteness strategy.
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5. Discussion

5.1. Research aim and key findings

This study examined how Isabel Díaz Ayuso is evaluated in impolite replies on X, and what Judgment and Graduation 
resources are mobilized to delegitimize her leadership. The findings revealed a dominance of moral and social sanction 
judgments (Propriety-, Veracity-), frequently intensified through typographic and multimodal mechanisms. Nearly one-
third of replies contained gendered expressions, showing significant association with Normality- and Propriety-
judgments. These patterns suggest that hostile evaluation of this prominent conservative female politician operates 
through systematic deployment of moral assessment resources, warranting investigation of whether similar patterns 
characterize responses to other female political figures.

5.2. Interpreting judgment patterns: beyond competence-based critique

The predominance of Social Sanction judgments, such as Propriety- (63.5 %) and Veracity- (20.4 %) over Social Esteem 

categories reveals a distinct evaluative logic in gendered political hostility. While Martin and White's (2005) Appraisal 
framework provides robust categorical distinctions, the current data exposes how Propriety-judgments in digital political 
contexts often conflate moral transgression with sexualized evaluation. Terms like corrupta and sinvergüenza appeared 
alongside appearance-based attacks and infantilizing diminutives, suggesting that moral evaluation becomes a vehicle for 
gender-specific delegitimizetion.

This conflation of moral and sexualized evaluation within Propriety-judgments reveals potential limitations in Appraisal 
Theory's categorical boundaries when applied to gendered political discourse. The framework's Social Sanction domain may 
require subcategorization distinguishing moralethical evaluation from gender-specific virtue policing, particularly in con-
texts where political authority intersects with cultural expectations of feminine behavior.

This pattern aligns with van Leeuwen's (2007) analysis of legitimation strategies, where moral evaluation serves ideo-
logical exclusion. However, the systematic clustering of attacks around character rather than competence indicates what 
might be termed “moral bypassing”, i.e. the strategic avoidance of policy-based critique in favor of character assassination. 
The relative scarcity of Capacity-judgments (17.3 %) contrasts sharply with typical political discourse, where professional 
competence often becomes a primary target.

These findings extend Saz-Rubio's (2023) work on hostile political replies by demonstrating how evaluative patterns 
differ systematically when targeting female versus male political figures. The data suggests that gendered political hostility 
operates through distinct moral frameworks that frame political assertiveness as virtue violation rather than policy 
disagreement.

5.3. Graduation as intensification infrastructure

The pervasive presence of Graduation mechanisms (70.1 % of replies) reveals systematic patterns in how hostile evaluation is 
amplified. While Appraisal Theory conceptualizes Graduation primarily through lexicogrammatical resources, the current 
findings necessitate expanding this framework to account for multimodal intensification prevalent in digital political discourse. 

Force mechanisms—including typographic emphasis (CAPS, excessive punctuation), lexical intensifiers, and repeti-
tion—appeared most frequently (53.8 % of graduated replies). However, the 16 % of replies using multimodal resources 
(emoji, memes, visual links) demonstrates how digital platforms enable new forms of evaluative amplification that exceed 
traditional linguistic categories. Emoji such as the clown-face emoji and the poop emoji function analogously to lexical 
intensifiers but add dimensions of visual ridicule absent from purely textual evaluation.

Focus mechanisms, particularly ironic constructions like qu � e crack or muy profesional, operated through pragmatic 
inversion that Culpeper (2011) identifies as characteristic of indirect impoliteness. These constructions enable plausible 
deniability while sharpening negative evaluation, suggesting that digital political discourse increasingly relies on rhetorical 
ambivalence rather than direct confrontation.

The systematic co-occurrence of Judgment and Graduation types (χ 2 (12, N = 498) = 31.07, p = 0.0019) indicates that 
intensification is not randomly distributed but follows identifiable patterns that amplify specific evaluative 
domains—particularly moral and behavioral judgments.

The small-to-moderate effect size (Cram � er's V = 0.19) in Judgment–Graduation associations suggests that speakers have
systematic but flexible pragmatic choices in how they intensify different types of moral and social evaluation. This pattern 
indicates that while Propriety- and Normality-judgments show stronger co-occurrence with intensification mechanisms, 
the relationship reflects pragmatic tendencies rather than rigid linguistic rules, consistent with the strategic deployment of 
evaluation for political exclusion.

5.4. Gendered evaluation: systematic double standards

The significant association between gendered language and specific Judgment categories (χ 2 (4, N = 498) = 52.85, 
p < 0.000000001) reveals how contemporary political misogyny operates through seemingly neutral evaluative
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frameworks. The concentration of gendered expressions within Normality- (41 instances) and Propriety- (45 instances) 
judgments demonstrates systematic activation of gender-role expectations in political evaluation.

The systematic co-occurrence of gendered language with Normality- and Propriety-judgments reflects what Eagly and 
Karau (2002) term 'role incongruity', i.e. where female political assertiveness violates cultural femininity expectations, 
triggering evaluative responses that frame leadership behavior as personality deviation rather than policy disagreement. 
This pattern suggests evaluation functions as a mechanism for gender-role enforcement in digital political spaces.

These patterns extend beyond individual harassment to reflect broader cultural tensions around female political au-
thority. The documented psychological consequences of systematic online aggression (Koch et al., 2025) suggest that 
gendered evaluation functions as a gatekeeping mechanism that potentially deters women from political participation 
through sustained character assassination.

5.5. Methodological reflections and framework limitations

While the annotation framework successfully captured multiple evaluative layers, several challenges emerged that 
illuminate broader theoretical limitations. Ironic constructions proved particularly difficult to disambiguate, often requiring 
contextual inference unavailable through isolated tweet analysis. Similarly, emoji interpretation involved subjective 
judgments about visual meaning that resist systematic codification.

These challenges reflect inherent tensions in applying Appraisal Theory to multimodal, context-collapsed social media 
discourse where meaning often depends on shared cultural knowledge and pragmatic inference. The 0.76 inter-rater 
agreement, while substantial, masks areas of interpretive uncertainty that future research must address more systematically. 

More fundamentally, the current findings reveal limitations in Appraisal Theory's categorical structure when applied to 
gendered political discourse. The frequent conflation of moral and sexualized Propriety-judgments suggests potential need 
for subcategorization within Social Sanction domains. Similarly, the prevalence of multimodal intensification indicates that 
Graduation's Force dimension requires systematic expansion beyond lexico-grammatical resources.

5.6. Theoretical implications and proposed extensions

The systematic patterns identified in this study suggest several directions for theoretical development. First, Appraisal 
Theory's Judgment framework might benefit from gender-sensitive modifications that recognize how evaluative categories 
can encode cultural biases, particularly in political contexts where leadership performance intersects with gender-role 
expectations. These findings demonstrate how Appraisal Theory can capture pragmatic patterns invisible to traditional 
impoliteness frameworks.

Second, the prevalence of multimodal Graduation indicates need for systematic inclusion of emoji, typography, and 
visual elements as evaluative resources within the framework. These mechanisms function analogously to lexical in-
tensifiers but enable additional dimensions of evaluation (visual ridicule, affective amplification) that current theory 
underrepresents.

Third, the patterns observed in this case suggest a phenomenon we term 'evaluative gatekeeping', i.e. the systematic use 
of ostensibly neutral assessment to delegitimize political participation. While this concept emerges from analysis of one 
politician's hostile replies, it offers a framework for investigating how evaluation functions as exclusion across broader 
political contexts.

This concept extends van Leeuwen's (2007) legitimation analysis by showing how systematic evaluation functions as 
pragmatic exclusion in digital political contexts.

5.7. Broader implications for digital political discourse

The findings reveal how digital platforms may systematically amplify certain forms of political hostility through affor-
dances that reward affective engagement over substantive critique. When hostile replies receive algorithmic amplification 
through engagement metrics, systematic character assassination may become more visible and influential than policy-
based discussion.

The documented patterns have implications beyond individual harassment for democratic discourse quality, If female 
politicians consistently face moral delegitimization rather than policy-based opposition, political participation itself be-
comes conditional on conformity to gendered virtue expectations that may exclude voices challenging traditional power 
arrangements.

These patterns suggest need for critical digital literacy education that recognizes how seemingly neutral evaluation can 
encode systematic bias, and platform design considerations that account for how affordances may disadvantage margin-
alized political actors through amplified hostile assessment.

5.8. Limitations and future directions

Several methodological constraints emerge from this study's specific design choices and analytical approach, affecting 
the scope and transferability of findings.
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While the pilot phase achieved interrater reliability (K = 0.54) on 200 replies, the remaining 398 replies (80 % of the 
corpus) were annotated by the lead author alone. This single-annotator approach, though common in discourse analysis, 
introduces potential consistency drift over the annotation period. Additionally, several analytical decisions required 
interpretive judgment that resists systematic codification: distinguishing ironic from literal evaluations, interpreting emoji 
pragmatic functions, and applying a hypothetical gender-substitution heuristic, assessing whether equivalent expressions 
would plausibly target male politicians. In many cases, such reversals produced pragmatically incoherent or implausible 
results, suggesting gender specificity. The annotation log recorded ambiguities between Judgment categories (e.g., 
Normality-vs. Veracity-), indicating inherent boundary issues that may affect reproducibility across different analysts. 

Second, the analysis revealed systematic conflation of moral and sexualized evaluation within Propriety-judgments, 
suggesting that Appraisal Theory's Social Sanction categories may be insufficient for gendered political discourse. This 
category strain, while theoretically interesting, introduces analytical uncertainty about whether observed patterns reflect 
genuine evaluative clustering or framework limitations. The frequent co-occurrence of multiple negative judgments (46.4 % 
of replies) further complicates attribution of primary evaluative focus.

Another constraint is that the 11 impoliteness strategies were identified inductively and assigned manually by the lead 
author across all 498 replies without inter-rater validation. This post-hoc typology, while grounded in corpus patterns, lacks 
independent verification and may reflect interpretive framing more than reproducible discourse features. The functional 
rather than face-based classification also departs from established impoliteness frameworks, limiting direct comparison 
with existing research.

Additionally, the April–May 2025 collection period represents routine political discourse rather than crisis or electoral 
contexts when evaluative patterns might intensify or shift. Ayuso's specific political activities, media coverage, or policy 
controversies during this period may have shaped the observed evaluation patterns in ways not captured by the analysis. 
The absence of temporal segmentation also obscures whether evaluative patterns remained stable or evolved over the five-
week collection period.

A related limitation is that the study's focus on X/Twitter's character-limited, public reply format shapes both the types of 
evaluation possible and their multimodal realization. Spanish-language discourse patterns, cultural context around political 
criticism, and platform-specific norms for emoji use may limit transferability to other linguistic, cultural, or technological 
contexts. The manual bot exclusion process, while systematic, may have failed to identify sophisticated automated accounts 
potentially skewing evaluative patterns.

Finally, while the single-case design enables intensive analysis appropriate for discourse research, it prevents dis-
tinguishing Ayuso-specific patterns (relating to her conservative ideology, Madrid leadership, media persona, or commu-
nication style) from gender-specific evaluation tendencies. The “revelatory case” framing assumes that patterns observed 
here illuminate broader phenomena, but this assumption remains a hypothesis pending cross-case validation.

These limitations suggest several productive research directions. Comparative analysis across politicians varying in 
gender, ideology, and political role would isolate gender-specific from other targeting patterns. Multi-platform studies could 
reveal how different technological affordances shape evaluative discourse. Longitudinal analysis during electoral or crisis 
periods would capture evaluation pattern dynamics. Crosslinguistic replication would test cultural specificity of observed 
patterns. Finally, developing semi-automated approaches to Appraisal annotation could address scalability while main-
taining interpretive nuance, enabling larger-scale analysis of evaluative bias in digital political discourse.

Despite these constraints, this single-case design offers foundational methodological scaffolding for examining how 

evaluative hostility operates in digital political discourse, while revealing the challenges of applying Appraisal Theory in 
multimodal, gendered, and politically volatile environments.

5.9. Conclusion

The systematic deployment of moral evaluation, intensified through multimodal mechanisms and filtered through 
gendered stereotypes, reveals how digital political discourse can weaponize assessment itself as a tool of exclusion. These 
replies are not merely impolite-they construct evaluative regimes that systematically challenge female political authority 
through moral rather than policy-based frameworks.

Understanding these patterns is crucial for protecting democratic inclusivity in digital environments where evaluation 
becomes a primary mode of political engagement. The findings suggest that contemporary political hostility operates not 
through overt exclusion but through systematic deployment of seemingly neutral assessment resources that encode cultural 
biases about political participation and leadership legitimacy.
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