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Editorial Introduction:

The Possibilities and Limits of Dialogue in a World of Political
Populisms: A Positional Editorial Reflection

Paul Weller!

Introduction

This special edition of The Journal of Dialogue Studies is composed of papers which
engage with and explore the possibilities and limits of dialogue in a world in which
there would appear to be a rising tide of political populisms that have been challen-
ging existing political norms, institutions, and processes. The movements associated
with such populisms have often been led by ‘charismatic’ leaders who make an appeal
to ‘ordinary people’ over and against ‘the establishment), in the process of which they
employ contentious and polarising rhetoric which brings serious challenges to social
cohesion, civility, and truth in public life. In the light of such phenomena this special
issue brings together articles written by researchers from across a range of academic
disciplines and fields of practice, drawing also on insights from dialogue theories and

1 Paul Weller lives in both Germany and the UK. He originally read undergraduate Theology at
Regent’s Park College, Oxford in 1974-77. He holds an Oxford University MA; an MPhil in
Social and Pastoral Theology (University of Manchester); a PhD in Religious Studies (Uni-
versity of Leeds); and a DLitt on the basis of published works in relation to “a distinguished
contribution to inter-religious dialogue and pluralism in the changing religious landscape of
the United Kingdom” (University of Derby). On his retirement from full-time employment at
the University of Derby he was conferred as an Emeritus Professor, following a career there
during which, among other roles, he was variously Director of the Religious Resource and Re-
search Centre; Head of Religious Studies; Head of the Humanities and Social Sciences Subject
Group; Head of Research and Commercial Development in the Faculty of Education, Health
and Sciences; Reader in Religious Studies; Professor of Inter-Religious Relations; and Uni-
versity Acting Head of Research. He is now also a Research Fellow in Religion and Society at
Regent’s Park College, University of Oxford, where he is an Associate Member of the Faculty
of Theology and Religion; and a Visiting Professor in the Centre for Peace and Security at
Coventry University.
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dialogue practice, in order critically to explore the dynamics of such political popu-
lisms and their impact on the communicative possibilities and limits of dialogue.2

What are Populisms?

Alert readers of this edition will have noticed that its title uses the plural word ‘pop-
ulisms’ rather than the singular form ‘populism’ This is because the notion of ‘popu-
lism’ is, in the academic literature, subject to varied descriptions, interpretations, and
contestations or, as Chris Burden rather vividly expresses it in his article in this spe-
cial edition, ‘Populism as a topic remains locked in a terminological anarchy’ (p.
217). Comprehensive reviews of the academic literature that discusses this are
offered by, among others, The Oxford Handbook of Populism? and the Routledge
Handbook of Global Populism.* But even in the distilled forms of these two hand-
books the discussion runs to over thirty-four chapters in the former and twenty-one
chapters in the latter.

Therefore, in a journal special issue of this kind, let alone in an editorial article of
this length, it is not possible adequately to explore all its contested meanings. But as
a ‘working starting point’ one might do worse than hold in mind the following
summary which, when writing an earlier article on aspects of populism,5 I in re-
sponse to the author’s instruction to ‘Give a summary, with examples, of what is
meant by populism), Chat GPT returned the following:

2 It should be noted that, unlike most editorial articles for the Journal of Dialogue Studies, this
particular article does not restrict itself to broadly contextualising, briefly introducing, and in
summary describing the varied contributions of article authors, but rather itself takes up adopts
a positionality in relation to the phenomena being discussed, which positionality might or
might not be agreed with by other authors within this special edition and should not be mis-
understood as a stance taken by the journal itself.

3 Kaltwasser, Cristobal Rovira; Taggart, Paul A.; Espejo, Paulina Ochoa and Ostiguy, Pierre, eds,
(2017), The Oxford Handbook of Populism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

4 de la Torre, Carlos, ed., (2019), Routledge Handbook of Global Populism. London: Routledge.

5 While updating and adapting them as appropriate with the permission of the relevant editor, the
second, third and fourth sections of this piece draw on materials first published in the journal
Social Justice, as Paul Weller (2019), ‘Brexit: A Colonial Boomerang in a Populist World, in
Social Justice, 41, 196, pp. 8-11, accessible at:  https://pure.coventry.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/
portal/23839845/Binder2.pdf; Paul Weller (2023), “The Tidal Wave of Populism(s): A View
From and On Europe; Social Justice, 46,203, pp. 7-10, accessible at: https://drive.google.com/

drive/folders/1v23n-j90-Z]8s]xjrJal x4O3jhbCNi_; Paul Weller (2024), ‘Holding Back the
Tide is an Important Venture, But not a Sufficient Task..., Social Justice, 47, 204, pp. 18-19,

accessible at: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1v23n-j90-Z]8sJxjrJal_x4O3jhbCNi_.
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Editorial Introduction

Populism refers to a political approach that appeals to the concerns
and interests of ordinary people, often Populist leaders typically
present themselves as champions of the people and claim to represent
their interests against the perceived corrupt or self-serving elites.
While populism can manifest in various forms and ideologies, its de-
fining characteristic is the focus on the general public and its griev-
ances.6

This summary went on to refer to a range of examples under the sub-headings of
‘Latin American Populism) ‘European Right-Wing Populism) ‘Brexit and Populist
Sentiment, and ‘Donald Trump’s Populist Appeal; before concluding:

While populist movements can address genuine grievances and give
voice to marginalised groups, they also tend to oversimplify complex
issues, stoke division, and rely on charismatic leaders. The manifesta-
tions of populism can vary significantly across countries and contexts,
but the core idea of championing the interests of the people against
perceived elites remains a common thread.

Although use of Chat GPT raises many issues, not least in the worlds of education
and scholarship, I think it is at least arguable that the above provides a credible and
digestible set of indicators about the phenomenon/a with which this special issue is
concerned.

Wedge Issues: Economic Distress and Culture Wars

It will perhaps have been noted that the Chat GPT summary of ‘populism” quoted
above contained no direct reference to either the political left” or the political ‘right’
And indeed, populism(s) can in principle be associated with ecither of the wings of
politics. This is because populism(s) are usually closely connected with times of so-
cial crisis within which widespread economic problems lead to profound social dis-
tress on which populism(s) can then feed to turbocharge political developments in
various directions. Thus, for example, one might see the Chavismo movement that
supported Hugo Chavez as the fifty-second President of Venezuela from 1999 until
his death in 2013 (except for a brief period in 2002) as lefc-wing populism.

In Europe, however, even though some left-wing populist movements have de-
veloped, generally speaking those populisms that have been politically effective in
terms of coming into state power have, with the exception of the first period of the
SYRIZA (Synaspismos Rizospastikis Aristeras, or Coalition of the Radical Left) gov-

6 Chat GTP, 15.6.2023, accessed by Paul Weller.
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ernment in Greece, been largely of the political right rather than of the left. And in
contrast to the populism(s) of the left in regions such as Latin America, in Europe
populisms have tended to be manifested and to grow, not only when there is an in-
crease of those living on the margins of societies in deep poverty but also, and decis-
ively, when there is also either an actual relative worsening of material circumstances
among those whom German political discourse refers to as die Mitte (the middle or
centre), and/or a fear of such happening in the not too distant future.

This has then provided fertile ground within which the political diagnoses and cures
offered by populism(s) can be propagated. Contemporary populism(s) of the polit-
ical left have, however, tended to be articulated no longer in terms of a divide
between the working class and the rest but, rather, more in terms of the material in-
terests of a very small number of hyper-rich individuals and a limited number of
multinational corporations as conflicting with the experience of most people across
the working and middle classes. The populism(s) of the political right have tended to
coalesce around the identification of a number of so-called ‘wedge issues” of a more
cultural than an economic kind. Sometimes leavened with a strong influence from
conspiracy theories, these ‘wedge issues’ are pursued through a process of ‘othering’
in which cultural/ethnic and/or religious, and/or political ‘differences’ are instru-
mentalised against ‘insiders, while also being stoked against ‘outsiders’ from the
“Two Thirds World’ — the countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America — who,
regardless of their status in law as asylum-seckers or potential migrants, are framed as
an undifferentiated mass of ‘illegals’

In contemporary Europe the development of such populism(s) within electoral
politics tends also to be informed by highly sophisticated and manipulative social
media mechanisms that have the power to segment the general population into
groups which are statistically predicted to be receptive to particular ‘messages’ which
are then produced for, and reproduced by, these groups. As neatly expressed by the
communications professional Andrew Hesselden (who, among other things, advoc-
ates for the restoration of the Freedom of Movement of UK citizens lost through
Brexit) in an electoral politics of a populist kind:

They persuade people who don’t like YOU, to vote for THEM, be-
cause YOU don'’t like THEM. YOU not liking THEM is vital for
THEM to be liked by those people. After all, if THEY are YOUR
enemies then surely, THEY must be friends of those people. That’s
populism and is how we fuel it.”

7 Andrew Hesseldine, Tweet, @ Andrewhesseldine, 24.3.2023, accessed 12.1.2025.
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As succinctly articulated by the former press spokesperson of the former UK Prime
Minister Tony Blair, Alistair Campbell, such a ‘performative polarising populism’ is a
way of focusing on ‘a problem to be exploited’ rather than on a problem as some-
thing that is to be politically solved.

Populist Waves of the Age and Some Turning of the
Tides?

While US President Donald Trump’s brand of politics has perhaps been both the
greatest focus for, and also had the greatest impact upon, the development of popu-
lism(s) both within the USA and beyond, in many ways as a prefiguration of Donald
Trump, there was the case of the Italian Premier Silvio Berlusconi. Following his first
short-lived government in 1994, despite the fact that he had at least thirty-six legal
charges laid against him ranging from false accounting to bribing judges to various
sex-related scandals, Berlusconi managed to combine business interests and political
power in such a way that, especially through the commercial media dominance se-
cured by himself and his family, the form of populism that he developed enabled the
so-called ‘Berlusconi decade’ of 2001-2011 until a 2013 fraud conviction resulted in
him being barred from office for six years.

Despite his later 2019 election as a Member of the European Parliament, he became
a much-reduced figure in Italian politics. On one level, with his death on June 12,
2023, Berlusconi — who had tried to stave off aspects of his increasing age through a
facelift and a hair transplant — had his final reckoning with a reality that none can
escape, following which he was buried in the mausoleum he built for his and his fam-
ily’s bodies, in the grounds of his multi-million-Euro home in Arcore, near Milan.
But overall, this ‘comeback kid’ of Italian populism managed to become Italy’s
longest serving post-Second World War Prime Minister while, in the process, creat-
ing an Italian ‘New Right’ from his own Forza Italia in combination with the region-
alist Northern League and the Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI, or Italian Social
Movement) which rebranded its fascist roots as the ‘post-fascist’ National Alliance.
Aspects of this ‘New Right’ political legacy have lived on through the victory of the
conservative alliance that won an outright majority in the October 2022 Italian elec-
tion, leading to Giorgia Meloni, the leader of the right-wing populist Fratelli d'Italia
(FdL or Brothers of Italy) party, becoming Italian Prime Minister.

8 Alistair Campbell, Tweet, @campbellclaret, 6.4.2023, accessed 12.1.2025.

9 Barigazzi, Jacopo and Faris, Stephan (2023), ‘Silvio Berlusconi: The Man who Seduced an Entire
Country, Politico, at Silvio Berlusconi: The man who seduced an entire country - POLITICO,
accessed 12.1.2025.
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Just as Berlusconi seemed not only to survive, but also thrive, in the face of not only
judicial processes against him, but also actual guilty verdicts, following the first peri-
od of his Presidential office, in 2023 Donald Trump faced a grand jury indictment
which brought forty felony counts him relating to alleged mishandling of classified
documents following his first Presidency, in what was the first case (albeit at the time
of writing, not concluded) of a federal indictment of a former US President. In addi-
tion, in 2024, in an unprecedented verdict which made him the first former US Pres-
ident in history to be convicted of a felony, Trump was found guilty by a Manhattan
jury of all thirty-four counts of falsifying business records which included the pay-
ment of ‘hush money’ to the female adult film actor, Stormy Daniels, in order to
suppress the impact of potentially negative information upon his 2016 Presidential
election.10

However, neither of the above stopped him from running for the Presidency and,
indeed, in the face of these legal proceedings, during his campaign for a second term
in office, Donald Trump in many ways doubled down on these potential issues. Thus,
he called the Espionage Act charges against him ‘political persecution; accusing the
then US President Biden of orchestrating those charges and of being ‘the president
who together with a band of his closest thugs, misfits and Marxists tried to destroy
American democracy’!!, while in relation to the court’s having found him guilty of
felony charges in the Stormy Daniels case, he called the jury decision a ‘disgrace) ar-
guing that the ‘real verdict’ would come with the November 5t Presidential election
result.12 Indeed, following his November 2024 Presidential election campaign vic-
tory over the Democrat candidate and former Vice-President, Kamala Harris, Don-
ald Trump, supported by the MAGA (Make America Great Again) movement is
once again in power as President of the US, having ultimately been given an ‘uncon-
ditional discharge’ in relation to his felony convictions.13

10 Kara Scannell, Lauren Del Valle and Jeremy Herb (2024) ‘Donald Trump Found Guilty of all

34 Charges in Hush Money Trial, CNN, 7.6.2024, at https://edition.cnn.com/politics/live-
news/trump-hush-money-trial-05-30-24/index.html, accessed 12.1.2025

11 Singh, Maanvi (2023), “Trump Claims ‘Political Persecution’ in Speech After Arraignment), The

Guardian, 14.06.2023, at https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/jun/13/trump-new-
jersey-speech-after-arraignment, accessed 12.1.2025.

12 Op. cit., Kara Scannell, Lauren Del Valle and Jeremy Herb (2024).

13 Johansen, Ben (2025), ‘Trump Was Sentenced to “Unconditional Discharge.” Here’s What That
Means, 10.1.25, at Trump was sentenced to ‘unconditional discharge. Here’s what that means. -

POLITICO, accessed 12.1.25.
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The combination of gravitational forces around Donald Trump seems, like those
which surrounded Sylvio Berlusconi, to have sustained the populist ‘waves of the age’
on which the terms of office of both men were carried, as can be seen too in the case
of the former UK Prime Minister, Boris Johnson. Johnson’s accession to power in
2019 followed his positioning during the 2016 EU Referendum debates, during
which he supported the Vote Leave campaign’s deployment of the ‘take back control’
slogan which proved to be powerfully seductive and suggestive of simple problems
and solutions to the challenges of austerity faced by those who, during the years of
austerity that followed the financial crash of 2008, had come to feel socially and
economically left behind. In this context, Johnson had been dubbed by Donald
Trump as ‘Britain’s Trump’ But in June 2023, Johnson resigned his seat in House of
Commons ahead of the publication of the Commons’ Privileges Committee report
which found him to have been guilty of deliberately misleading Parliament over
parties held in Number Ten Downing Street in contravention of the national rules
for such gatherings during Covid that were set by him as Prime Minister. Although,
like Trump, Johnson’s initial response was to claim that he had been the victim of
‘kangaroo court’ installed as part of a plot ‘to take revenge for Brexit and ultimately
to reverse the 2016 referendum; he was not successful in turning this to his advant-
age.

Nevertheless, in the face of right-wing racist rhetoric and creeping complicity with
this within parts of the centre right, it is difficult for political alternatives that are
both ‘social’ and ‘democratic’ to defeat governing parties that have stirred up culture
wars and insurgent parties that stir populism through galvanising a broad enough
social coalition to hold back an increasingly confident tide of racism presenting itself
in terms of the national interest. So, while in July 2024 the UK Labour Party did
manage to inflict a very substantial defeat on the previous ruling Conservative Party,
because of the shadow cast by what Guardian columnist Raphael Behr called John-
son’s ‘toxic Brexit myths}!4 in the face of the particular populist right-wing tropes
associated with the Brexit, in its Manifesto the Labour Party had ruled out not only
any return to the European Union, but also even membership of the Single Market
and Customs Union.

Then, within a few weeks of the coming to power of the new Labour government
and its Prime Minister, Keir Starmer, following the stabbing to death in Southport
of three children and the injury of eight others, what the Prime Minister identified
as ‘far-right thugs’ sought, through the rapid spread of social media disinformation,

14 Behr, Raphael (2023), ‘Boris Johnson is Gone, but his Toxic Brexit Myths will go on Poisoning

UK Polmcs 77]6 Gudrdmn, 14.06.2023, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/
olitics>)CMP=fb_cif, accessed 12.1.2025.
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to exploit popular anger around these stabbings by (falsely) identifying the perpet-
rator of the attack as an asylum-secker and/or a Muslim, thus connecting with other
right-wing populist tropes concerning Muslims and asylum-seckers and resulting in
violent attacks being made on a number of mosques and accommodation for asylum-
seekers.15

By the start of 2025, social media was again at the heart of right-wing populist agita-
tion, with Elon Musk’s use of his X’ Platform to support the Reform UK party (al-
though subsequently calling for the replacement of its current leader and former
leader of the UK Independence Party, Nigel Farage) and to launch highly inflam-
matory attacks on Prime Minister Keir Starmer. Musk also verbally attacked the
Safeguarding Minister, Jess Phillips, who has a long record of work in support of
women and girls who have been victims of violence, calling her a ‘rape genocide apo-
logist.16 This was in the light of the government’s decision not to support the hold-
ing of a further national level enquiry additional to the 2014-2022 Independent
Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA) in England and Wales, the findings of
which Musk passed over in order to try to generate an even more specific focus on
the sexual abuse of largely white girls by gangs of men of predominantly Pakistani
background than is identified in the report of the Inquiry, thus connecting with an-
other racist trope.

Meanwhile, across the wider Europe, the right-wing populisms that had initially
gained strength as part of a reaction to the 2014-16 flows into Europe of asylum-
seckers and migrants from Syria and Africa have continued to coalesce into a rising
electoral tide of support for political movements that have sought to prevent and/or
roll back what has become the continent’s increasing ethnic, cultural, and religious
pluralism. Thus, for example, in Hungary, Victor Orbén’s Fidesz — Magyar Polgiri
Szovetség (Fidesz — Hungarian Civic Alliance) continues, both within the country
and in co-ordination with likeminded forces in other European countries, to try to
build a new coalition of forces in defence of what they see as ‘Christian civilisation’
and against what they see as an invasion of alien values, cultures, and people — most
particularly in relation to Islam and Muslims. In the Netherlands, Gerd Wilders’
Partij voor de Vrijheid (PV'V, or Party for Freedom) won the biggest share of the vote
in the Dutch election of 2023 and subsequently formed a coalition together with the

15 Picheta, Rob (2024), ‘Rioters Carry Out Violent, Racist Attacks Across Several British Cities.
What Happened, and What Comes Next?, in CNN.com, 7.8.2024, at https://edition.cnn.-

com/2024/08/05/uk/uk-far-right-protests-explainer-gbr-intl/index.html, accessed 12.1.2025.

16 Derbyshire, Victoria and Whannel, Kate (2025), ‘Musk’s “Disinformation” Endangering Me,
says Phillips, BBC.com, 9.1.2025, at Elon Musk’s ‘disinformation” endangering me, says Jess
Phillips, accessed 12.1.2025.
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centre-Right Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD, or People’s Party for
Freedom and Democracy, the right-wing populist BoerBurgerBeweging (BBB, or
Farmer-Citizen Movement) and the centrist Nieuw Sociaal Contract (NSC, or New
Social Contract).

At the same time, however, as another reminder that right-wing populist tides are
not completely irresistible, in 2023 in Poland, Donald Tusk (the former President of
the European Council and of the European People’s Party) and his Koalicja Obywa-
telska (KO, or Civic Coalition) defeated the Prawo i Sprawiedliwosé (PiS, or Law and
Justice Party) government which had come to power in 2015 and had often been
aligned with Orbdn’s Hungary, after Tusk’s nomination as Prime Minister was sup-
ported by the Tizecia Droga (TD, or Third Way) and Nowa Lewica (NL, or New
Left) parties. Nevertheless, in France, while Inmanuel Macron again defeated Mar-
ine le Pen of the Rassemblement National (National Rally Party, known until 2018
as the Front National, or National Front) in the French Presidential elections, ahead
of the 2027 Presidential Elections there remains considerable instability in France in
the wake of an indecisive Parliamentary election outcome in 2024.

In Germany the right-wing populist AfD (or Alternative fiir Deutschland/ Alternat-
ive for Germany) party has been achieving ever higher levels of support. This is des-
pite the Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz (BfV, or Federal Office for the Protection
of the Constitution) having, in March 2020, classified the AfD’s faction known as
Der Fliigel (The Wing, which at the time probably included around 20% of the
AfD’s membership), as ‘a right-wing extremist endeavour against the free democratic
basic order’ and as ‘not compatible with the Basic Law) and having classified the
Junge Alternative fiir Deutschland (or JA, which from 2015 until January 2025 was
the official youth wing of the AfD) as ‘confirmed right-wing extremist’!7 Despite all
of this, in the period leading up to its achievement of 16% of the vote in the 2024
European Parliament elections, in Sollingen in Thuringia, the AfD secured its first
ever Landyat (district administrator) in a development that the Central Council of
Jews in Germany referred to as a ‘bursting of a dam’ in German Post-War politics.18

17 Having failed in legal appeals against the findings of the BfV, in the case of Der Fliigel, the AfD
leadership requested it dissolve itself, following which its website was taken offline, while in the
case of the JA, the party’s January 2025 conference resolved to replace the JA with another
youth body. But it is notable that two of the party’s previous leaders, including former party
chair and co-founder, Bernd Lucke and former party leader Jorg Methuen, left the party in,
respectively, 2015 and 2022, on the basis that the AfD had moved too far to the right, with
Lucke even supporting the monitoring of the AfD by the Bf V.

18 Connolly, Kate (2023), ‘Far-right AfD wins local election in “watershed moment” for German
politics, The Guardian, 26.6.2023, accessed on 1.7.2023.
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This was followed by the Liander elections in Brandenburg, in Saxony and in
Thuringia, in which the Afd achieved higher levels of support than the German
Chancellor’s Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SDP, or German Social
Democratic Party) and its coalition partners, the Biindnis 90/Die Griinen (or Alli-
ance 90/ The Greens) or the Freie Demokratische Partei (FDP, or Free Democratic
Party). At the time of writing, ahead of the February 2025 Federal elections, the
AfD party has a level of support in the opinion polls of around 20%, and that is
second only to that of the Christliche Demokratisches Union/Christlich Soziale Union
in Bayern (CDU, or Christian Democratic Union/CSU, Christian Social Union in
Bavaria).

Articles in this Special Issue

In the context of such turbulent social and political developments — of which, in
terms of examples, the above has so far focused only on the United States of America
and Europe — the challenge for societies that aspire to be governed democratically by
the rule of law developed on the basis of fact-based and issue-focused political and
civic dialogue, is the extent to which the freedom thereby given for populist move-
ments to build electoral support and potentially to come into governing power is
necessarily part of such a social, political, and legal order; or the extent to which at
least some expressions of populism(s) might, by virtue of their fundamentally exclu-
sionary stances towards some parts of society, pose such a degree of danger to found-
ational social and political values that the more general desirability of political and
civic debate might encounter some dialogical limits. In this special edition, the au-
thors of the included articles discuss such questions in relation to a range of expres-
sions of populism(s), including with reference to contexts in other regions of the
world beyond those of the so far discussed USA and Europe.

In a period in which the return of Donald Trump to the Presidency of the United
States of America followed an election campaign mired in controversy, it is not sur-
prising that this special issue contains two articles that analyse aspects of populisms
in relation to this tumultuous period of American social and political history. In this
period, political civility seems to be replaced by what Madelief Alserda calls ‘the
omnipresence of war metaphors’ (p. 33) in her article on “The Language of Political
War: How Donald Trump Integrates War into Mainstream Political Discourse’, us-
ing a Critical Metaphor Analysis of Donald Trump’s discourse on the Truth Social
platform for a six-month period between 1 January to 30 June 2024. Alongside this,
drawing on critical race theory and examining three of Trump’s speeches on immig-
ration, Monetta Bailey’s article on “The Use of Racism in Socially Constructing
Populist Claims™ investigates how Trump constructed and presented his claim in a
manner to incite an anti-racialised immigration social movement’ (p. 44).
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Also arising from engagement with, and reflection upon, a specific national political
context is Atanas Zhdrebev’s article on ‘Populism from the Perspective of the Stra-
tegic Approach: A Case Study of Boyko Borisov’s Strategy After the Parliamentary
Elections in Bulgaria on 4/04/2021" Writing from a political science perspective this
presents ‘a case study from the theoretical perspective of the strategic approach to-
wards populism during the period of the political crisis in Bulgaria between April 16
and May 11,2021’ (p. 67).

In national political contexts wider than those of electoral politics alone, with refer-
ence to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Flossie Caer-
wynt, Amy Sanders, Michael Woods and Rhys Dafydd Jones’ article on ‘Divisive
Nostalgia: How do Dialogues of National Nostalgia Impact on Civil Society’s Rela-
tionship with Populism?’ draws upon interdisciplinary research methods, equalities
and social geographies research, in order to explore ‘how local civil society organisa-
tions respond to populist politics’ use of national nostalgia and the extent to which
they replicate or resist its exclusionary discourses’ (p. 94).

From a different national context — namely that of the Swiss Confederation — Mosé
Cometta’s article on ‘Populism Against Protected Areas: The End of Bottom-Up
Projects?” draws on urban studies perspectives to develop a discursive analysis of
newspaper articles and reader letters, together with a series of interviews undertaken
with opposing group leaders in debates around the failure of two projects to estab-
lish a second national park in Switzerland.

One of the intersectional arenas in which political populisms operate powerfully is,
as we have already seen in relation to the case of Europe, the interface between polit-
ics and religion. But this special issue also includes discussion of instances of this
from outside of Europe, as in Stavroula Koskina’s article on ‘Religion and Popu-
lism: The Paradigm of Turkey’s Diyanet’ This employs Laclau and Moufte’s discourse
theory to analyse the role of Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) in
relation to the intersection of religion, nationalism, and populism to analyse the pos-
sibilities and limits of dialogue within the sermonic discourse. With reference to
India, Amit Singh investigates what he calls ‘Hindu Religious Populism Against
Religious Minorities: Cases of Christian and Muslim Minorities in India’ by drawing
upon human rights perspectives, undertaking archival studies, and conducting inter-
views with Christian and Muslim minorities and Hindu nationalists in the districts
of Varanasi in north India,

As also already noted in the first part of this editorial overview, one of the ways in
which populisms have become more present and impactful has been through the rise
of social media which can bypass the more traditional public broadcasting mass me-
dia whether of a government or private sector kind. Through analysis of grey literat-
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ure and scholarly sources, Dounia Mahlouly’s “The Myth of the Vulnerable Audi-
ence: Exploring Counter-Intuitive Approaches to Post-Truth Populism in the New
Mass Media’ interrogates ‘the liberal policy discourse surrounding populism, which
is often characterised as a communicative style linked to “post-truth” politics’ (p.
194). Informed by a six-month digital ethnography on the X platform (formerly
Twitter) and a series of semi-structured interviews investigating the cases of Britain,
France, and Germany, Chris Burden’s paper ‘Conceptualising a Queer Digital Pop-
ulism: Conflict and Reconciliation between Politician and Persona in Digital Popu-
list Communications’ explores what, in the Abstract of his article, he describes as ‘an
inherently queered conception’ of populism which rejects the ‘entrenched normative
binaries engaged routinely within traditional academic approaches to populism’ (p.

216).

In more broadly theoretical terms, but explored with reference to practical outwork-
ings, the co-authored article on ‘Populism and Dialogue: How Enforced Binaries
Make the Populace Harder to Dialogue with and to Understand’ of Sean O’ Dub-
hghaill, Victoria Rascon-Benito and Banah Khamis examines ‘the way in which
multiple interpretations become simplified into either/or viewpoints and under-
scores the extreme-centric trajectory that often result’ (p. 244), while Margaret Nu-
gent’s ‘Deepening Dialogue in Silent Spaces: An Exploration of Pedagogical In-
formed Practice in Adult and Community Education Spaces within Communities
in Contention’ engages with ‘the theoretical foundations of dialogue and silence as
critical components of communicative discourse’ (p. 262) by referring to the theories
of Freire, Greene, Brookfield, Lederach, Bar-on, Giroux and others ‘as a means of
scaffolding a collaborative theoretical framework for conducting meaningful dia-
logue amongst and between communities in contention’ (p. 262).

Political Visioning, Populist Perspectives, and Progressive
Politics

According to the biblical Book of Proverbs (29:18), ‘where there is no vision, the
people perish’ Herein lies a major challenge for how to conduct any progressive, as
distinct from conservative or other politics in the wake of what Francis Fukuyama
called ‘the end of history}!? in the context of which there has seemed to be ‘no al-
ternative’ to the extension of a single global market capitalism based on supply
chains operating from the cheapest points of extraction and production through to
the points at which maximum sales value can be achieved, and in the course of which
deep material and economic cleavages have been either exacerbated or newly created.
In such a context, there will always be a danger that those who either have, or feel

19 Fukayama, Francis (1992), The End of History and the Last Man, Free Press: New York.
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they have, no stake in the dominant system will be open to being seduced by popu-
list slogans whether of the left or of the right. This is because the clarity of these slo-
gans seems to offer easier alternatives to the hard and often frustrating work of con-
tinuing to pursue any democratically oriented political project through the kind of
social, political, and economic contradictions and messy ambiguities that will inevit-
ably be encountered when trying to take such projects forward.20

However, perhaps precisely in and for such contexts, it is important to consider if
aspects of the theory and practice of dialogue could offer the kind of analytical, spir-
itual, and practical resources that are needed when trying inclusively (and therefore
democratically) to negotiate a way though the tendencies to populism(s) that are
strongly apparent within fractured, fragile and interdependent contemporary societ-
ies. In considering this, it is at least arguable that in the context of the current popu-
list waves of the age, right-wing populism(s) are likely to prove both more challen-
ging and in need of challenge than are, by comparison, the relatively infrequently en-
countered left-wing versions which, in contrast to right-wing populisms do not gen-
erally proceed in the more inherently divisive way of excluding groups of people
from democratic participation based on characteristics which the groups concerned
can have no agency to change.

In relation to this and importantly, to acknowledge that a populist theme (such as
the identification of migrants and/or asylum-seekers as the primary source of wider
social problems) exists as a ‘social fact’ - at the very least in so far as it is a theme that
is being deployed by organised right-wing populists — is not at all the same as having
to accept populist constructions around such themes. Indeed, it is arguable adopting
a strategy either of silence about, or non-engagement with, such tropes only serves to
provide further justification for, and thereby ultimately to amplify, the populist
charge that ‘the system’ conspires to bury such themes. In contrast, it is at least argu-
able that dialogical engagement informed by intellectual clarity, political incisiveness,
and practical wisdom is needed, especially if those populism(s) that are strongly in-
formed by exclusionary approaches to certain groups within a society are actively to
be challenged rather than to be indulged in the likely misleading hope that they will

simply disappear on their own.2!

20 Mason, Paul (2024), ‘Countering Right Wing Populism: An Essay on Social Democratic

Strategy), in Paul Mason News, 20.12.2024, at https://paulmasonnews.medium.com/counter-
ing-right-wing-populism-daaOc2ac04eb, accessed 12.01.2025.

21 Bloomfield, John, and Edgar, David (2024), The Little Black Book of the Populist Right: What It
Is, Why It’s on the March and How to Stop It, London: Byline Books.


https://paulmasonnews.medium.com/countering-right-wing-populism-daa0c2ae04eb
https://paulmasonnews.medium.com/countering-right-wing-populism-daa0c2ae04eb

Journal of Dialogue Studies 12

One of the noteworthily positive things that occurred in the context of the organ-
ised right-wing violent attacks that took place on mosques and asylum-secker ac-
commodation in England in August 2024 is that there is evidence that, in the face of
a considerable sense of not only psychological but also physical threat, there were
examples of the possibilities of dialogical engagement with individuals within groups
who, under the influence of right-wing populist agitation, had gathered outside
mosques and asylum-secker hotels.22 But in recognising and advocating for such pos-
sibilities, it may be important also to differentiate between the attempt — and argu-
ably also the imperative — dialogically to engage with individuals who may have
sympathy for or be members of organisations and parties that employ right-wing
populist tropes (and may do so out of a range of experiences, motivations and de-
cisions), and the question of whether, in the public sphere, there are /imits to such
dialogical engagement. For example, as the Baptist pastor and civil rights activist Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. argued in the context of the struggle of American Blacks for
democratic inclusivity, Judicial decrees may not change the heart; but they can re-
strain the heartless.23

Therefore, while dialogue is likely to be of central importance for the ability of societies
to be able to operate in an inclusive and therefore properly democratic way, dialogue
is also unlikely to be completely and always sufficient. Thus, in the streets of England in
summer 2024, alongside the previously cited democratically inspiring attempts of
individuals dialogically to engage with individuals in the crowds that gathered out-
side mosques and asylum-secker accommodation, it was also important that force
was deployed through the rule of law in order to prevent active mobs from under-
mining the basic physical security of those who found themselves not only under
threat, but also under actual violent physical attack. In addition, in relation to the
activities of organisations and political parties which have also contained substantial
clements that have (as in the previously discussed example of the significant parts of
the AfD in Germany) had a clearly evidenced intention of undermining a society’s
foundational democratic inclusivity, then even if it is possible, it might not always be
desirable to attempt to engage with such in mutual dialogue.

In conclusion, as Karl Loewenstein argued in his then timely and arguably still relev-
ant two-part 1937 article on ‘Militant Democracy and Fundamental Rights, liberal

22 Kelwick, Adam (2024), ‘Protesters Came to Vandalise my Mosque — I Offered Them a Hug
Instead’, in Metro, 5.8.2024, accessed 12.01.2025.

23 Luther King, Martin (1963), Strength to Love, New York: Harper & Row Publishers.
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democracies are not obliged to facilitate their own overthrow.24 Therefore, the de-
fence and preservation of the foundational possibilities of a democratically dialogical
inclusive society might, in the public sphere, make it appropriate or even necessary, it
not also an imperative, to recognise the limits of dialogue and to adopt a more ‘dis-
tanced’ form of engagement as opposition to such organisations and parties. Finally,
in at least some circumstances, it might also seem necessary through the rule of law
also to place constraints upon their activities, but always within a context in which
those so constrained are able, in principle and in practice, to contest such constraints
through the reconsideration of relevant evidence in the context of democratically
inclusive legal processes.

24 Loewenstein, Karl (1937), ‘Militant Democracy and Fundamental Rights I, in The American
Political Science Review, 31 (3), 417-432; ‘Militant Democracy and Fundamental Rights IT} in
The American Political Science Review, 31 (4), 638-658.
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Introduction

The year 2024 presented a period of democratic competition between political sides
for many longstanding liberal democracies like France, the Netherlands, and the
United Kingdom. The European election indicates a widespread trend of regressing
liberal democratic values and the emergence of populist parties in mainstream polit-
ics (Coi 2024). Nonetheless, the American elections presented the most critical
measure of democratic strength globally, as Donald Trump once more campaigned
for the popular vote with his populist narrative. Populist politics remain influential
in the United States (US), with the Make America Great Again (MAGA) move-
ment intensifying the already polarised presidential elections. Trump will again aim
to deepen the partisan divide in American politics by reinventing traditional politic-
al dialogue and extensively employing metaphorical language.

Metaphorical language allows politicians to voice urgency and relate the more ab-
stract concepts of politics to more broadly understood concepts, most notably war.
The use of war metaphors is not unique to Trump nor MAGA discourse and has
been a pervasive element in political language (Wodak and Krzyzanowski 2017).
However, the ubiquity of war metaphors in MAGA discourse has enhanced levels of
militarisation and polarisation, especially amongst MAGA supporters (Kleinfeld
2023). Emerging militarism within American politics has seen instances of reaching
a boiling point where anti-democratic sentiment transformed into violent and au-
thoritarian consequences. The January 6t storming of the capital is illustrative of the
intensifying and divided political climate in the US and increased militarisation of
society could pose worrying consequences for the future stability of democracy in
the US (Kalmoe 2014; Pascale 2019).

While works drawing on Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) and Critical Meta-
phor Analysis (CMA) are investigating the prevalence of war metaphors in political
language, the repercussions for society of increased militarisation through metaphor-
ical language has received scarce attention (Chartis-Black 2004; Flusberg et al. 2018;
Lakoft and Johnson 1980; Musolff 2012). To contribute to our understanding of
how militarism plays a role in society, this article connects the analytical insights
from the disciplines of CMT and CMA to the discipline of Critical Military Studies
(CMS). The discipline of CMS emerged to offer academics a critical approach to the
socially constructive role of militarism in shaping military and civilian life, allowing
academics to engage with militarism beyond traditional social scientific approaches
(Basham, et al. 2015). CMS literature has largely been concerned with the con-
structive role of militarism in shaping society while other academics in discourse
studies have also emerged to analyse the adoption of militarist language to promote
violence and polarisation (Kalmoe 2014, Kalmoe et al. 2018; Pascale 2019). How-
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ever, little academic analysis has sought to bridge the disciplines of CMS and CMA;
hence, this article aims to address this research gap to enhance the field of CMS and
investigate the socially pertinent development of militarism by analysing war meta-
phors in MAGA discourse.

The analysis will draw on Donald Trump as a case study to examine the emerging
role of war metaphors in political discourse and how they promote militarism in
society. As a central MAGA figure and a political speaker who heavily employs war
metaphors, Trump presents as a promising example for investigating the repercus-
sions of widespread adoption of war metaphors on democratic stability, especially in
the turbulent months approaching the US elections. The article will perform a CMA
using the qualitative data analysis tool, Atlas.ti on a corpus of six months of Donald
Trump’s posts on his social media platform, Truth Social. This corpus has been
chosen to reflect a more contemporary form of political discourse. Social media is
becoming fundamental to political campaigning, especially in the US, while also
being a more representative form of discourse that allows for a closer examination of
the extent to which militarism shapes Trump’s political language and strategy due to
the informal and direct nature of social media posting (Buccoliero et al. 2020). By
bridging the fields of CMA and CMS, this article secks to add additional analytical
rigour to the study of CMS by connecting insights from war metaphors as a factor
promoting militarisation to the analysis of the socictal consequences this brings. In-
troducing further empirical analyses of militarised discourse allows the field of CMS
to identify ways societies are becoming increasingly militarised and brings us closer
to identifying strategies to reverse the negative consequences this brings to society.

The article is structured in the following way. First, the Theoretical Background in-
troduces war metaphors and their role in CMT, as well as briefly discussing affective
polarisation in the US. The following section describes the Research Design by ex-
plaining Curtis-Black’s three levels of CMA and outlines the data collection pro-
tocol. Subsequently, the Analysis section examines the three most prevalent meta-
phorical techniques of language of attack, language of defence, and militarism and
patriotism. The three contrasting forms of war metaphors will be analysed in how
they promote militarism and why these specific strategies of alluding to militarism
are effective political strategies. The Analysis is followed by the Discussion, which
addresses the repercussions of the war metaphors analysed in the previous section.
The Discussion will examine two critical areas of concern, the erosion of democracy
and the acceptance and mobilisation of violence. Lastly, all findings are concluded
and areas for future research are identified.
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Theoretical Background

To understand how tightly engrained war is in our society and more specifically in
our politics, this article explores one facet of militarisation in politics, that is, the war
metaphor. Before an analysis can be performed on political discourse, a brief explan-
ation will be given of war metaphors and their role in CMT. Additionally, affective
polarisation and its influence on US politics will be discussed to provide a more
comprehensive background to the current political climate.

Conceptual metaphor theory and war metaphors

Metaphors are omnipresent in our everyday language, and this is not unique to
politics nor war framing. The scale at which metaphors are imbedded in our under-
standing of our social reality first came to prominence with Mark Johnson and
George Lakoft’s (1980) influential book Mezaphors we Live By. This publication
argues that metaphors are ubiquitous in our language and play an important role in
shaping our thoughts and actions. Metaphors allow us to understand ‘one kind of
thing in terms of another’ (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 8), essentially to make abstract
concepts more recognisable. Our reality, thus, becomes shaped around our under-
standing of a concept we more easily understand. Metaphors have become engrained
in political discourse to aid politicians in communicating the abstract and dull con-
cepts of politics by relating them to known domains (Kalmoe 2014). The use of the
word ‘war’ as a metaphor is politically pervasive and is employed by all political act-
ors to communicate a dire need to act. A notable example is the “War on Christmas’
introduced by Peter Brimelow in 1999, which continues to shape American right-
wing discourse today (Bebout 2019; Flusberg et al. 2018). The word ‘war’ is not the
only significant war metaphor, but words that are associated with war are also im-
bedded in everyday language. Lakoff and Johnson identify the many ways that war
language shapes how we speak and behave, especially in arguments, giving examples
such ‘He attacked every weak point in my argument, ‘his criticisms were right on tar-
ger’ (Lakoft and Johnson 1980, 7). Considering these examples, war has indeed en-
grained itself in political discourse and as we near democratic elections, these meta-
phors could become essential strategies to mobilise political action. Understanding
how the war metaphor operates first requires an understanding of the current polit-
ical climate in the US, which can best be understood in terms of affective polarisa-
tion.

Affective polarisation

The election of Donald Trump in 2016 marked a new era in democratic politics
where ultra-nationalist and polarising political figures are becoming a political real-
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ity in many Western democracies (James 2021). Political figures such as Donald
Trump and Victor Orban are using polarisation to widen cleavages between political
sides and transform democratic politics into a ‘winner takes all’ scenario (Wodak and
Krzyzanowski 2017). The zero-sum dynamic of the US presidency, where only one
side can gain presidential control, puts greater emphasis on leveraging support, and
Trump applies a populist narrative to achieve this. Trump’s politics relies heavily on
ultra-nationalist authoritarian policies that encourage a feeling of animosity towards
the ‘other} which heightens polarisation in the US (Adler et al. 2023; Masaru 2021).
Contrary to popular belief, polarisation is not occurring along ideological lines;
rather, Americans are becoming more emotionally polarised promoting an active
dislike of the ‘other} which is defined as affective polarisation (Kleinfeld 2023). Af-
fective polarisation has become the striking development defining presidential elec-
tions by increasing hostility between partisan lines and eroding trust in democracy
(Arbatli and Rosenberg 2021; Druckman et al. 2020). MAGA figures like Donald
Trump and Tucker Carlson are exploiting war-dominated language to augment the
levels of polarisation felt by MAGA supporters with the aim to mobilise political
support. Consequently, the affective polarisation felt by MAGA supporters is
equally expressed amongst Democrats pushing back against the increasingly extrem-
ist right-wing views. Affective polarisation on its own is not fragmenting democracy
nor leading to political violence. However, the partisan US political system and po-
larising figures like Donald Trump are leading the US down a dangerous path to-
wards the acceptance of authoritarian politics and a declining trust in democracy
(Kleinfeld 2023; Pascale 2019). Understanding how metaphors of war are imbedded
in political discourse has not yet been explored critically in academia, despite their
gaining prominence in political discourse. Recognising how war metaphors are
manifesting themselves in politics and promoting affective polarisation is critical to
counter the wave of polarisation plaguing democratic politics in the West (Appel-
baum 2021; Kalmoe et al. 2018).

Research Design

To investigate the prominence of war metaphors in political speech, a CMA is per-
formed using the qualitative research software, Atlas.ti, which supports the qualitat-
ive coding of large sets of file types. The qualitative dataset consisted of 533 posts,
which had to be individually coded. Atlas.ti allows researchers to organise codes sys-
tematically based on larger codegroups and ensuring that duplicates are not present.
The qualitative analysis utilises CMA, which has emerged into its own discourse
analysis method by adapting Critical Discourse Analysis to the study of metaphors
(Hart 2007; Musolff 2012). CMA, as developed by Jonathan Charteris-Black
(2004), reinforces the assumption that discourse is never neutral, and language is
carefully selected to construct a specific social reality and reinforce ideologies (Joye
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and Maeseele 2023). This linking of domains demonstrates how a phenomenon such
as politics is intrinsically linked to a conceptual domain such as war. CMA as a
method of discourse analysis has seen little academic engagement but offers unique
findings to explain different discursive phenomena (Musolff 2012). Before the ana-
lysis can be performed, it is imperative to outline the three levels that guide it in the
later section.

Chartis-Black three-level approach

Chartis-Black adopts a three-level approach comprising of the following stages:
Metaphor Identification, Metaphor Interpretation, and Metaphor Explanation
(Charteris-Black 2004; Imani 2022). The first stage entails the data collection, where
metaphorical expressions are identified in the discourse. This stage normally exam-
ines what domain the metaphor encompasses and why this domain has been inten-
tionally selected and utilises an inductive approach. However, this article employs a
deductive approach where metaphors are specifically selected to represent the war
domain. This departs from traditional CMA and narrowly defines the conceptual
domain, resulting in the Metaphor Identification stage being narrowly focused on a
singular theme of metaphorical language. The second stage is the analysis of the
metaphor and how it plays a role in constructing a social reality and reinforcing
ideologies. In this stage, the article critically examines how war metaphors are used
in political discourse and how their employment by Trump reinforces certain ideas.
These metaphors are used to communicate more abstract and controversial policy
areas and the way the war domain is called upon shapes a specific social reality. To
illustrate how different allusions to war shape a different social reality, the opposing
discursive elements of defending vs. attacking can be used. When politicians refer to
populations needing to defend a value, a social reality of victimhood and vulnerabil-
ity is created, whereas calls to mobilise and a#zack policy areas result in a social reality
of superiority and aggression (Pascale 2019). Lastly, the metaphor explanation stage
goes beyond specific semantic techniques and examines how the discourse fits into
the larger social reality that the politician constructs. It goes beyond the individual
metaphor and its role and looks at how the audience and the context shape and are
shaped by the metaphor (Amoussou and Allagbe 2018; Imani 2022).

Data collection protocol

In the discourse of extreme right-wing nationalists, militarism plays a defining role in
shaping a political identity that promotes populism as mainstream political thought.
A defining movement bringing populism to the political forefront is the Make
America Great Again (MAGA) movement. The MAGA movement has many figures
that are instrumental in pushing militarism in American and global politics, such as
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Tucker Carlson and Laura Ingraham (Léflmann 2024). However, none are as influ-
ential as Donald Trump, who has quickly risen to be the most consequential figure in
the rise of populism across the globe. The article has selected Donald Trump as a
single speaker to restrict the dataset and ensure that the quality of discourse analysis
is not diluted by overwhelming the data analysis process. The MAGA mediasphere is
considerable and includes many non-political speakers. However, this article aims to
analyse rhetoric from political speakers, which is another reason for limiting the dis-
course to only Trump. As the central figure of the MAGA movement, Trump’s rhet-
oric is illustrative of the larger discourse and while there has been considerable aca-
demic work examining his discourse, limited analysis has been developed on how
this language permeates society and its consequences, which this analysis seeks to

address.

In addition to a narrow speaker sclection, the article explores a novel approach in
discourse analysis by choosing a singular format of social media on Donald Trump’s
platform: Truth Social. The Truth Social platform was created by Trump himself to
emulate the platform X, formerly Twitter (Clayton 2022). These posts are chosen to
reflect modern expressions of political discourse and represent more ‘direct’ forms of
communication with political audiences. Social media and short posts are having
considerable consequences for politics and are not themselves creating extremist
MAGA support but are contributing to growing polarisation in the US (Buccoliero,
et al. 2020; Barrett, et al. 2021). The complete corpus of posts consists of six months
of content from 1 January 2024 to 30 June 2024 to examine how war metaphors
defined discourse as the US neared its elections. The choice to only select posts from
this year is, once again, to limit the body of text to not overwhelm the CMA and
promote more detailed analysis. The dataset will only include posts made by Donald
Trump (@realDonaldTrump) from his personal accounts and in his own words.
These posts are selected if they include one or more war metaphor(s) in the text.
Quotes from other individuals or news outlets, which Trump often posts, will not be
included so as to represent only discourse directly coming from Trump himself.

Analysis

Metaphors traditionally allow politicians to bring problematic policies or ideologies
into the mainstream by disguising them within metaphorical language (Musolff
2012). However, the coding process reveals Trump applies war metaphors to achieve
the opposite, resulting in a discourse aiming to shock and mobilise more extremist
responses from supporters. Militarism and political violence are widespread in
America, and the acceptance of violence is even greater amongst MAGA republicans
compared with non-MAGA Republicans and non-Republicans (Ebner et al. 2023;



Journal of Dialogue Studies 12

Wintemute et al. 2024). Metaphorical language is most effective when audiences
resonate with the conceptual domain, and MAGA Republicans indicate the greatest
support for violence and militarist culture. Hence, Trump’s adherence to war meta-
phors is reflective of the comparatively widespread support for militaristic and viol-
ent rhetoric amongst MAGA supporters (Giroux 2017).

The analysis of a total of 533 posts results in the following codes, which are outlined
in the codebook in Figure 1 below. The CMA identified the use of 10 expressions of
war metaphors that diverge into 3 distinct discursive techniques. The most promin-
ent technique was language of azzack, which is understood as the following themes:
‘language of attack], ‘securitisation; ‘us vs. them) ‘war language} and ‘fighter language’
The language of defence is analysed second and beyond; it includes the overlapping
codes of ‘securitisation, ‘us vs. them’, and ‘war language’ while it integrates the codes
of ‘language of defence’ and ‘language of invasion’ Lastly, the broader cultural narrat-
ive of militarism is explored in the coding of the following themes: ‘appeal to militar-

istic culture), ‘constitutional language’, ‘fighter language’ and ‘patriotism’

Figure 1: Codebook

Code Name Code Definition Example Of Application
Appeal to milit- | The celebration of military Clay Strongly Supports our
aristic culture values or those with active or | Great Military and

former military duty. Vets’ (Trump 2024d)

‘Laurie bravely served our
Country as an Army Colonel
and Decorated Combat
Commander’ (Trump
20240)

Constitutional A reference to elements of the | Under Siege Second
Language American constitution. Amendment’ (Trump
2024¢)

‘Defend the Second
Amendment’ (Trump
2024c)
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Language of At-
tack

Language with the action of
an aggressor or being the ag-
gressor.

‘It is the tyrants, Commun-
ists, Fascists, and thugs at-
tacking our rights and liber-
ties from

WITHINY (Trump 2024m)

“MAGA’ Meg will fight tire-
lessly to grow our
economy’ (Trump 2024p)

Language of De-
fence

Language that calls upon de-
fending persons or values.

‘defend Texas Values, and
protect our always under
siege Second

Amendment’ (Trump 2024l)

‘protecting our economy
against the assault from For-
cign Countries’ (Trump

2024i)

Language of In-

vasion

Language that describes the
intrusion into the United
States.

‘Crooked Joe Biden’s Border
Invasion’ (Trump 2024g)

‘Our Nation is being invaded
by land, by sea, and by
air’ (Trump 2024;)

Patriotism

>

Use of the word ‘patriot(s)

“We need America First Pat-
riots. (Trump 2024k)

‘Sam Brown is a FEARLESS
AMERICAN
PATRIOT’ (Trump 2024q)
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Securitisation The framing of a policy area as | “To stop the deadly drugs
being actively threatened to that are poisoning our
promote greater support for | people, I will deploy the U.S.
more extraordinary measures | Navy to impose a full
(Fermor and Holland 2020). | fentanyl blockade on the

waters of our region.” (Trump
2024a)

‘T had the safest border ...
then Crooked Joe Biden
came along and ruined it,
making it one of the worst
human catastrophes in our
country. (Trump 2024n)

Us Vs. Them Polarising individuals against | “We will throw off the sick
the other by creatinga sense | political class that hates our
of unity against an Country’ (Trump 2024f)
‘other’ (Albright 2021).

‘our enemies want to take
away MY freedom because I
will never let them take away
YOUR freedom’ (Trump
2024¢)

War Language Instances of metaphorical ‘waging war on
language that allude to war America’ (Trump 2024a)
and the acts of war (Lakoff
and Johnson 1980). ‘this will be war like no oth-

er!” (Trump 2024v)

Fighter Language | Addressing individuals as ‘Congresswoman Lauren

fighting for a cause or motiv-
ating individuals to mobilise
as aggressors.

Boebert is a trust America
First Fighter’ (Trump
2024g)

‘Barry is a Conservative War-
rior’ (Trump 2024s)
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Language of attack

Trump heavily relies on the language of azzack occurring 641 times in 533 posts. The
language of attack included specific uses of the following words or phrases:
fight[ing], defeat, destroy, deploy, our final battle, attack, under siege, and eliminate.
This metaphorical use of atfack manifests itself in the discourse in two distinct ways:
being attacked or being the aggressor. Considering the first strategy, the language of
being attacked aims to construct a social reality where Americans or MAGA are un-
der threat or actively under attack. In Trump’s discourse, threats range from outside
threats like ‘China, Russia, and the Radical Communist Left’ (Trump 2024r), ‘illeg-
als’ (Trump 2024b) to domestic actors: ‘Radical Democrats’ (Trump 2024b) and
‘Crooked Joe Biden’ (Trump 2024g). The language of attack is primarily used to
securitise core policy areas through the construction of a social reality where MAGA
is threatened. This language of victimisation is especially prevalent to securitise issues
of migration and gun control by framing it as the ‘migrant invasion” or the ‘under
siege Second Amendment’ (Trump 2024¢). These war metaphors are employed to
create further animosity and undermine stakeholders in polarising debates like mi-
gration, which is fundamental to the MAGA identity. Trump employs various meta-
phors of being attacked to exaggerate the threats faced by Americans aimed at manu-
facturing a sense of urgency to act. The discourse technique of victimisation has been
fundamental to the success of right-wing discourse as conceptualised by Lee Bebout
(2019) as weaponised victimhood. The weaponisation of victimhood secks to main-
tain the existing hierarchies by constructing a narrative of oppression and perceived
injustice to mobilise political support from those in positions of privilege, such as
MAGA Americans. Looking more closely at one example of the being attacked lan-
guage, the employment of ‘under siege’ is prominent in Trump’s discourse on the
right to bear arms. The narrative of the right to bear arms as actively under attack
continues to promote animosity towards the other and widen divides between ideo-
logical sides, especially amongst members of the National Rifle Association
(Lacombe 2021). By representing the MAGA support base as being existentially
threatened, Trump can mobilise support through this victimhood ideology. Addi-
tionally, the narrative of MAGA being attacked by someone is also employed to act-
ively widen disparities and promote partisanship amongst Americans. Hence, meta-
phorical language of being under attack not only strengthens the MAGA ideology
of unjust victimhood but also destabilises social cohesion to promote the polarisa-
tion in which MAGA politics thrives.

This platform of weaponised victimhood also acts to mobilise MAGA supporters,
which Trump leverages by reversing the language of attack to advocate for attacking
others. In much of the MAGA political discourse, political action actively promotes
war or violent action, even if this is communicated metaphorically. The aim of this
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omnipresence of war metaphors is to construct a political reality where there is a
threat and violent means are the only possible solution, which heightens the accept-
ance of the authoritarian policies Trump advocates for. Additionally, the MAGA
target audience expresses a strong support for nationalism, and war is often a catalyst
that promotes this social cohesion, which is often used as a unifying factor in author-
itarianism. The MAGA base has also shown the greatest support for violent political
action compared to other political groups in the US. By actively constructing a social
reality where there is a threat that requires violent action, Trump plays into the ag-
gressive nature of MAGA supporters to both gain more support and normalise more
authoritarian and aggressive action (Appelbaum 2021., Wintermute et al. 2024).
This dynamic is highlighted in Trump’s repetitive use of the US being at war such as
‘waging war on America’ (Trump 2024a) and 2024 is our final battle’ (Trump
2024f). The active construction of a social reality where there is war against Americ-
ans has become the prominent MAGA political strategy resulting in war and politics
becoming one and the same.

Notably, the language of being attacked or attacking is rarely used in isolation, but
rather in conjunction with other aspects of the war metaphor. An instance of this
combined rhetoric can be observed in the following segment of a Trump tweet:
‘Under siege Second Amendment. He will stand tall in the fight against the Radical
Left Democrats, who are Destroying our Country’ (Trump 2024¢). Trump typically
constructs a narrative of there being an active aggressor that requires a mobilisation,
which diverts from traditional uses of war metaphors in political discourse. Tradi-
tionally, calls to attack are against policy areas. However, Trump’s calls to attack are
more ambiguous and can be interpreted as calls for violence. The ambiguity of
metaphorical language can be observed in the following tweet: 2024 is our Final
Battle. With you at my side, we will demolish the Deep State ... we will liberate our
country from these tyrants and villains once and for all”” (Trump 2024f). These calls
to action, while direct in the use of war metaphors, are ambiguous in terms of the
means and extent of the call to mobilise. The calls to attack further promote the us
vs. them mentality leading to greater affective polarisation and possible violent
movements that seek to ‘liberate’ the US.

Language of defence

The metaphorical technique of defensive language remains closely interlinked with
Trump’s use of the language of attack by integrating the two metaphorical strategies
together. In most instances of a value being attacked, Trump also actively calls upon
a need for defence, which can be observed in the following example: “Troy will fight
to Lower Inflation, Secure our border ... Defend our always under siege Second
Amendment’ (Donald Trump 20240). Calls to defend values are omnipresent in
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Trump’s discourse, specifically if he voices support for candidates where they are al-
most always referred to as defenders of a critical value. The defending of values nar-
rative is especially strong for the right to bear arms which Trump always strongly
connects to constitutional values. However, his expressions of defensive language
also transcend metaphorical meanings, as his calls to defend often hint or directly
imply the need for military and/or violent mobilisation. Trump’s references to the
Second Amendment go beyond motivating political action to ensure constitutional
values are maintained and call upon a narrative of being existentially threatened.
Lakoff captured this metaphorical technique precisely in the following statement:
‘Second Amendment conservative discourse is about shooting, not about
voting’ (Lakoff 2016), which again emphasises Trump’s method of transcending
metaphorical speech to imply tangible actions with political consequences. Not only
does Trump call upon his supporters to embody militaristic action, but his political
strategy also emphasises militarism by calling upon military units as political action.
These calls are most often applied to the migrant crisis through calls to ‘secure our
border’ (Trump 2024c) and ‘deploy their guards’ (Trump 2024b). Trump’s use of
war metaphors once again contrasts to the traditional approach where defensive
metaphors often refer to the protection of ideals, but Trump adopts it specifically to
promote more militarism into the political narrative, further promoting the antag-
onistic nature of US politics (Lofflmann 2024).

The adoption of militarism and patriotism

Patriotism is central to the unity of American people, but Trump is increasingly in-
tegrating it into his populist rhetoric shifting its meaning away from cohesion to
exclusion (Alcock 2023). In most instances, this discourse is presented through a
strong support for the military. Nevertheless, his metaphorical language of fighters
goes beyond adopting the cultural support for the military to promote violent char-
acteristics. The following post illustrates how the language of warriors is often used
in conjunction with references to the military to promote the militaristic culture of
MAGA: ‘Former Law Enforcement Officer and U.S. Army Veteran ... Clay Supports
our Great Military and Vets’ (Trump 2024d). The strong support for the military,
and law enforcement by extension, is central to the MAGA discourse and an aspect
of polarisation. The emphasis on military and law enforcement has sparked tension
between social groups, which is especially evident in the clash between the Black
Lives Matter vs. Blue Lives Matter movement (Keyes and Keyes 2022). By emphas-
ising the importance of the military and police, Trump panders to MAGA support-
ers and promotes further acceptance of war metaphors by morphing it into the gen-
eral discourse. In addition to militarism, patriotism is also strongly imbedded in
MAGA discourse and is symbolic of those fighting for American values. The adop-
tion of patriot into the MAGA ideology has shifted its meaning and often works to
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promote the us vs. them ideology, thus subverting its true meaning of nationalistic
unity (Tinsley 2022). Patriotic war metaphors are omnipresent in political discourse
and do not actively harm democracy; however, the adoption of patriot by polarising
figures like Trump and MAGA supporters has subverted its meaning into something
more harmful. Trump first strengthens the association of patriotism and militarism
by often using them in conjunction, and this then promotes the foundational milit-
aristic trait of MAGA. Once this association has been shaped, Trump creates divi-
sion between groups by promoting the us vs. them narrative where those opposed to
militarism are not patriots or are anti-American. This fosters polarisation between
different political groups, while also making MAGA supporters with high levels of
support for militarism actively dislike those they deem unpatriotic. This then further
reinforces the already favourable culture of militarism within MAGA communities
in a self-perpetuating cycle that only advances affectively polarised divisions in
America.

Discussion

The analysis of Trump’s six-month corpus of posts identified that the war metaphor
has become imbedded in political discourse in a multitude of ways. Overall, the
CMA has found that Trump’s discourse aims to polarise and goes far beyond tradi-
tional uses of war metaphors in political discourse. Most uses of the war metaphor
sought to integrate militarism into political language and leverage MAGA’s accept-
ance of violence to mobilise further support. The efficacy of war metaphors as dis-
cursive strategies presents manifold of consequences, but the more worrying con-
sequences are the erosion of democracy and the acceptance and mobilisation of viol-
ence, which are discussed below.

Erosion of democracy

The analysis of war metaphors in Trump’s discourse indicates that his adoption of
war-infused language is not solely to promote MAGA politics and win the popular
vote but to construct a new political reality that normalises authoritarian policies
and thrives on polarisation. Trump as a political figure embodies an authoritarian
personality and his current strategy of politics is ‘becoming warfare by any other
means (Appelbaum 2021, 131). As Trump continues to imbed militarist metaphors
deeper into his political identity, his supporters will increasingly understand politics
as a militaristic fight against the opposition, thus normalising political violence and
authoritarian practices in democratic politics. The narrative that Trump constructs
relies heavily on the discursive strategy of weaponised victimhood that constructs a
social reality where integral values or individuals among his MAGA supporters are
under threat (Bebout 2019). The construction of a victimhood narrative takes ad-
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vantage of perceived injustices and insecurities to feed the animosity felt by MAGA
supporters and results in a narrative of MAGA vs. an ‘other’ An important ‘other’
that Trump has constructed is the Biden establishment and ‘Radical Left Democrats’
(Trump 2024e) that pose an existential threat to the values and security of Americ-
ans. A foundational value that Trump consistently alludes to is the right to bear arms
and how radical parties are taking away this fundamental ability to protect one’s
freedom. In almost all references to the right to bear arms, Trump constructs a social
reality where his supporters are protecting an under-siege value, which heavily integ-
rates militarism into this policy areas and reinforces that MAGA is fighting against
those that are taking away elements fundamental to their highly militarised identity.
This narrative is highly effective as it strengthens the us vs. them narrative Trump
relies on to feed an increasingly polarised political sentiment while fragmenting trust
in the democratic leadership under Biden (Akande and Kellner 2023). The effects of
polarisation are central to Trump’s strategy to conquer the White House for a
second term and by promoting the narrative that the ‘true Americans’ are being
threatened, Trump draws one step closer to fragmenting democracy and ushering in
greater acceptance of authoritarian policies.

In a political environment of polarisation and distrust, Trump gains increased liberty
to impose authoritarian policies as his supporters seek more radical policies to com-
bat securitised issues. Appelbaum (2021) explores how polarisation and the normal-
isation of authoritarian politics are interlinked and how this challenges democratic
stability. Trump has demonstrated a strong authoritarian personality by constructing
a social reality of victimhood as discussed above, which is strengthened by his in-
creasingly militarised political identity. His politics thrives on division and mobil-
ising policies of the extreme, which challenges the established democracy and social
cohesion in the US, all of which Appelbaum identifies as means for authoritarian
leaders to destabilise democracies. The language of attacking and defending against a
threat promotes the acceptance of violence while promoting a greater feeling of in-
security amongst supporters. The claim that the promotion of authoritarianism us-
ing weaponised language like the above is further developed by Pascale (2019), in
which violent language promotes victimisation and weakens established democra-
cies. The violent language of Trump has already demonstrated possible consequences
for democratic institutions, most clearly illustrated in the attack on the Capitol on
January 6th (Ntontis et al. 2024). The war metaphors in the analysed discourse all
describe the malevolence of the current democratic establishment and Trump offers
violent action as the solution to counter this discursively constructed threat.

The attack on the Capitol is one of the many ways that increasing militarism is pro-
moting violence as political action and demonstrates that even the most established
democracies like the US are possibly experiencing a democratic recession. The pres-
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ence of a democratic recession, according to Larry Diamond, is catalysed by populist
politics and the creation of distrust in democratic politics (Mounk 2022). Polarising
figures like Trump undermine democracy by leveraging the dissatisfaction felt about
democratic politics and offer authoritarian policies as the solution but disguised in
metaphorical rhetoric that appeals to the militaristic identity of his audience
(Masaru 2021). Through the analysis of posts, it is apparent that the war metaphor
manifests itself in various forms including calls to attack, victimisation, calls to de-
fend, and the celebration of militarism and patriotism. However, all the metaphors
serve to promote the overall ideology that the MAGA movement is existentially
threatened and at war, even if this is implied metaphorically. By employing meta-
phors of attack and defence, Trump’s discourse transcends a battle for the popular
vote to become a narrative of war that in many instances explicitly calls for a fight for
the future of America.

Acceptance of political violence

As hinted above, the metaphor of war has developed into something greater than a
linguistic tool to rally popular support and might be leading the US towards an au-
thoritarian revolution. The war metaphors in the discourse are used as symbolic viol-
ence, but due to their ubiquity war becomes synonymous with democratic politics
and thus serves to promote the acceptance of violence. Once a war metaphor be-
comes standardised language, the substantive meaning starts to diminish and a social
reality where politics and war are the same begins to flourish. Trump’s use of the war
metaphor often occurs in a symbiotic relationship with securitising key policy areas.
By securitising issues of importance and integrating this discourse with war meta-
phors, Trump can call for more radical action, which often manifests in antagonism
and/or violence towards the perceived threat from his supporters (Léflmann 2024).
The perceptions amongst Americans on both sides are growing increasingly tense as
both sides perceive the other as engaging in extremist and radical action, and this has
normalised violence as part of US politics (Parker and Eisler 2024).

Political violence has traditionally been seen as a MAGA-dominated form of polit-
ical expression; however, the two attempted assassinations on Trump could indicate
that partisan tensions are increasing on both sides. Violence-infused language is
present on both sides and is inspiring the acceptance of violence as political action,
indicating that this growing animosity in US politics is not restricted solely to
Trump supporters. Nevertheless, Trump has engrained militarism and aggressive
reactionary language into his political discourse and identity, which has helped to
normalise violence in American politics (Baker 2024). Political violence has always
played a part in political expression but is primarily employed by those with extrem-
ist views and does not reflect the majority of MAGA supporters. Nonetheless, rhet-
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oric amongst political supporters is seemingly growing more extreme and only time
will tell whether political polarisation continues to escalate even after the 2024 elec-
tions (Ware 2024).

Conclusion

The metaphor remains a critical lexical technique in political discourse and the war
metaphor, specifically, has been identified as strongly engrained in MAGA discourse.
The CMA examined a total of 533 posts that contained war metaphors over a six-
month period and found three ways war metaphors were used, that is, the language
of attack, language of defence, and adoption of patriotism and militarism. Trump’s use
of war metaphors is observed to contain explicit references to violent actions and has
a strong tendency to implement Bebout’s (2019) ‘weaponised victimhood; all of
which seeks to polarise US politics. The success of the war metaphor and rationale
for its widespread adoption has been identified as mainly being because its target
audience is MAGA Republicans. The relative success of war metaphors is a result of
MAGA supporters greater tolerance of and tendency towards violence, while also
pandering to their relatively greater appreciation of militaristic and gun culture. The
most prominent war metaphor was the language of a#tack, which could be observed
in two opposing strategies, being either the attacked or the attacker. The instances of
being attacked relied heavily on the frame of weaponised victimhood, which estab-
lished a social reality where the ‘true’ American is under threat. Using the opposite
framing of being the aggressor, Trump actively calls upon political action in terms of
attacking an individual or policy area. This framing, when combined with the ac-
ceptance of violence within MAGA populations, could yield adverse political affects
if this discourse persists. In contrast to the language of aztack, the speakers also used
the language of defénce, in most cases referring to values integral to the MAGA ideo-
logy such as the Second Amendment. This language also aims to reinforce the frame
of weaponised victimhood and enlarges feelings of affective polarisation as this fram-
ing increases apathy towards the ‘other’. Lastly, Trump also calls upon militarism and
patriotism as core values, which works to cement militarism into the MAGA ideo-
logy and makes political action synonymous with military action. This promotion of
militarism could result only in the war metaphors becoming more accepted into
MAGA discourse, thus reinforcing their success, but also in other potential con-
sequences. In all, Trump’s use of the war metaphor promotes populist politics with
authoritarian undertones as normalised political action, which all works to destabil-
ise democracy (Adler et al. 2023).

The discussion has identified the erosion of democracy and acceptance of political
violence as the two most concerning repercussions of the increasing ubiquity of war
metaphors in MAGA discourse. These consequences stem from the objective to po-
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larise and fragment US democracy to create a political climate in which authoritari-
an policies can thrive. War metaphors are increasingly undermining democratic
foundations such as the Biden administration while also fragmenting social cohesion
as Americans become more affectively polarised. The combined environment where
democratic trust is undermined and political sides are pitted against the other will
allow the more authoritarian politics of MAGA to be normalised, which all works to
erode democracy. Secondly, the increased militarisation of politics will further en-
grain militarism into politics and combined with the acceptance of violence pro-
moted through war metaphors could result in the once metaphorically implied viol-
ence to turn into tangible political action. These implications pose considerable
threats to democracy and are likely to be mutually reinforcing. Altogether, war
metaphors and their presence in MAGA discourse could be critical in this presiden-
tial election, which in turn has great implications for the future of liberal democracy
in America.

Nevertheless, democratic erosion and political violence should not be accepted as a
fact of US politics. So, by enhancing the studies of CMS, academics and policy-
makers should continue to draw attention to the normalisation of militarism in soci-
ety, especially in traditionally non-violent groups. Additionally, further scrutiny
should be placed on individuals like Trump who are normalising discourses of viol-
ence, especially on social media platforms which contribute to how widespread the
normalisation of radicalised discourse has become (Kleinfeld 2022).

The article has discussed how war metaphors could shape the US election. Neverthe-
less, it will be imperative to examine whether war metaphors have had any meaning-
ful consequence on the democratic process of US elections. An examination of war
metaphors’ influence on democratic sentiment in the US could present insights to
the CMS and CMA disciplines. However, analyses beyond the American perspect-
ive are also imperative to evaluate whether war metaphors are exclusively effective in
militarised cultures such as MAGA supporters in the US. Therefore, the author re-
commends studies beyond the US to include the European perspective and how
larger political parties such as the German Alternative fiir Deutschland are integrat-
ing this rhetoric and the consequences this may be having on European democracy
(Felder 2022).
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The Use of Racism in Socially Constructing
Populist Claims

Monetta Bailey!

Abstract: This paper investigates the construction of social problems and the claims-making pro-
cess to understand how racist populist discourse socially constructs racialised immigrants as a
threat. Using a critical race discourse analysis of three speeches on immigration of the former US
president Donald Trump, I investigate how he constructed and presented his claims in a manner
to incite a social movement opposed to racialised immigration. This analysis does not uncover any
new evidence about Trump and his position on race. Rather, I propose that in order to conduct a
well-rounded analysis of racist populist speeches, we must engage in a contextualised analysis of
social problems instead of focusing on the traditional constructionist analysis of social problems. I
use Critical Race Theory as a theoretical framework to provide an understanding of how populist
claims-makers draw on socially embedded racism as a vehicle to gain support from an audience
which is often primed to receive the racist anti-immigration messages to construct racialised im-
migration as a social problem. Furthermore, I argue that we must look beyond the simple social
construction of a claim to analyse the content of a claim and the context in which claims are
made. I argue that rather than accepting all claims as credible, we can and should evaluate the
validity of claims about social threats by considering the social conditions in which these claims
are constructed.

Keywords: Critical Race Theory, Critical Race Discourse Analysis, Contextual Construction,
Social Problems
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The Use of Racism in Socially Constructing Populist Claims

Introduction

Right-wing populist movements have sprung up globally bringing scenes of crowds
that are enthusiastically aroused by a charismatic leader. These leaders portray them-
selves as the everyday person and use blatant or latent racism to connect with the
audience. This paper focuses on the frequent link between the ‘everyday person’ de-
picted by populist leaders and their expressions of racism. I investigate the claims
these speakers make that draw on ideological racial hate in order to attract crowds,
thereby creating racist and/or anti-immigration social movements. In doing this, I
look at the way both the process by which claims are articulated and the content of
the claims are used to make the claim appear to be true. In investigating the claims
made by the then-former US presidential candidate and current president elect
Donald Trump in three of his public speeches, I argue that Trump was more than a
political leader, but rather he was the leader of a social movement which was groun-
ded in racism. An investigation of the content of his claims suggests that the move-
ment is not only based on false information, but racist information drawn from
commonly held racist ideologies in America. This paper uses critical race theory
(CRT) as a framework to investigate the ideologies that inform the discourse often
used by right-wing populist movements. I argue that the frequent use by these popu-
list leaders and movements of ‘us vs. them’ discourse is a part of positioning racial-
ised immigrants as a threat to society. I suggest that, given the consistency of racism
in post-colonial societies, this is not an exceptional task, but quite easy to accom-
plish as it draws upon already existing and engrained racism within post-colonial
societies. Finally, I argue that by examining both the process Donald Trump used to
construct his claims and the content he used in constructing his argument we can
conclusively state that in knowingly inciting a racist social movement, he did in fact
demonstrate racism.

Critical Race Theory

As a theoretical framework, critical race theory (CRT) is rooted in the idea that race
and ethnicity are socially constructed categories, that social norms, laws, and public
policies create these racialised categories, and these categories then become part of
the taken-for-granted everyday lived experiences of members of that society. As a
result, racial categories become enacted and reified in the daily lives of individuals
and social systems where the definitions and characteristics that are assigned to a
particular racial group come to define that group. According to CRT, since the state
usually represents the dominant racial group in a society, it is the dominant group
that creates and defines racial categories for less dominant groups. For racialised im-
migrants, this process creates distance from the mainstream culture as they often
enter a society where racial categories are already determined and defined. Further-
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more, these definitions often differ from the definitions they hold of themselves. An
additional premise of CRT is that the characteristics that are assigned to racialised
groups are those that serve the needs of the dominant group in that society at that
time. Therefore, racial group definitions are constantly changing and constantly be-
ing assigned and reassigned, with the main goal of maintaining the status quo and
reinforcing the dominant racial group’s position in society (Delgado and Stefanik
2017; Meghji 2022). Due to the power of the state to determine racial relations in a
society, it is important to understand how potential or current representatives of the
state speak about racialised groups.

CRT begins with the premise that race is socially constructed through the associ-
ation of ideas, thoughts, values, attributes, discourses, and images with various
groups (Delgado and Stefancic 2017). The process of racial construction is an effort
to afford the dominant group status and privilege in the society, while withholding
these from racialised groups. CRT also holds that racism is an ordinary occurrence
for racialised people rather than the exception. Racism is entrenched in societal in-
stitutions and becomes a way of life. It is present in everyday attitudes, thoughts,
beliefs, and discourse, as well as in the social structures and the structure of institu-
tions, each of these serving to reinforce the others. Another principle is that racism is
a system of interactions that serves the interests of those in power as racism is main-
tained as a social operating structure. Known as interest convergence, this principle
holds that all members of the dominant group benefit from the existing racial struc-
ture when compared to members of subcultural groups in a similar economic brack-
et. As the racial system benefits the dominant group as a whole, it is in their best in-
terest to maintain the relationship of dominance. CRT also stands against neoliberal
ideas such as colour-blindness, suggesting that attempts to produce a ‘raceless” society
only remove the categories of racial identification, while leaving the structural in-
equalities and harmful ideologies intact. It is only when we pay attention to the
taken-for-granted social ideas that we can truly address issues of racism in society.
Due to the embeddedness of racist ideology, members in society often use oppressive
discourse without acknowledging the resulting oppression. Removing racial categor-
ies prevents us from understanding the oppression experienced by racialised indi-
viduals, ensuring that we attribute disadvantage to the individual rather than to the
system. This then functions as ‘the new racism’

Literature Review

Racism and anti-immigration sentiments have become a tool of populist movements
to gain momentum and attract support (Johnson and Frombgen 2009; Kellner
2016; Durrheim et. al. 2018; Krzyzanowski 2021). To ignore this fact gives these
groups the ability to develop and thrive (Mondon and Winter 2020). While many
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populist leaders use racist discourse while denying racism, it has become a practice
that highlights the new racism whereby speakers hide behind a veil of neutrality
while using inflammatory terms to trigger racist ideologies (Bonilla-Silva 2001). The
availability of racist discourses in post-colonial societies helps populist leaders to
casily construct an ‘us vs. them’ sentiment increasing their likelihood of success.
However, these neoliberal notions of colour-blindness have paved the way to ignor-
ing the role race plays in populist discourse, often allowing leaders to use racist lan-
guage without being duly taken to task (Mondon and Winter 2019). Neoliberal
colour-blindness often appeals to the intent of the speaker (i.e., did the speaker in-
tend to be racist?) rather than focusing on the content of the claims and the context
in which claims are made. This ignores that fact that words, including political
speeches, maintain racism regardless of the speaker’s intention (Lawrence III 1987;

Matsuda et. al. 1993; Delgado & Stefancic 2004; Crenshaw et. al 2019).
Socially constructed problems and the use of discourse

The construction of social problems focuses on the language claims-makers use to
construct their claims, which promotes a specific and desired account of social real-
ity (Miller 2017). This perspective represents a strict social constructionist under-
standing of social problems, where social problems are seen simply as the result of a
successful claims-making process. What matters from this perspective is the claims-
making process itself, rather than the validity of the claims or the social problem
they construct. The claims-making process begins with ‘members” defining a social
problem. Pioneers in claims-making literature, Spector and Kitsuse (1997) define
members as moral entrepreneurs who make demands and state claims. Social prob-
lems, therefore, originate with the members or stakeholders identifying a concern
and registering a claim to the relevant bodies in society. From a strict constructionist
study of social problems, the focus is always on the members’ definition of the prob-
lem as they are the ones who construct the problem. Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) note
that often the study of how members construct the social problem masks the work of
social construction to give the appearance that the problem is objectively harmful.
This is particularly the case when the claim represents a dominant societal discourse.
For this reason, a strict constructionist approach to studying social problems focuses
only on how the definitions are attributed to the subject matter to define a social
problem. What is missing from this strict constructionist perspective is an analysis of
the validity of the claim itself.

In order to be considered valid a claim must draw upon a previously recognised
code. This means that it must incorporate a discourse that is already articulated and
accepted in society (Miller 2017). Further, once a claim is publicly made, it is seen as
an endorsement of a particular worldview. Accordingly, a claim that articulates the
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dominant discourse can ward off challenges to that discourse and is easily accepted.
In addition to a commonly articulated code, a successful claim requires that a quali-
fied claims-maker articulates the claim (Archer 2015). Moral entreprencurs have the
task of raising concerns repeatedly in public as a method of creating urgency around
a topic. Moral entrepreneurs are those who have the societal power to determine
what is beneficial and what is harmful for citizens. Politicians are one of the main
examples of moral entreprencurs as they represent the state and the electorate’s in-
terests. However, as with all claims-makers, we need to understand what motivates a
moral entrepreneur to make a claim. As social problems are repeated in public and
receive public acceptance, they become more tangible and recognisable. By re-
peatedly articulating a social problem in public, arguments around who is being vic-
timised, who are victimisers, and the potential harm or threat caused by the problem
become increasingly solidified in the minds of those who accept the claim (Holstein
and Miller 1997). A fundamental part of the construction of victimhood lies in es-
tablishing that the harm caused by the social problem is outside the control of the
victim. Implicit in this articulation of the social problem is the call to social action to
respond to the harm. It is within this understanding of the construction of a social
problem that we see the movement move from articulating a problem to inciting the
need for a social response through social action. More so, by identifying the victim-
ised and the victimiser, this positions the victim as the object of action rather than
the subject, absolving the victim of any responsibility for the social harm. Embedded
in this is the need to fix the problem at all costs, given that the victim is innocent.
The call to social action is therefore implicit in the construction of a social problem
since there must be change to prevent further harm to the victim(s). Just as we must
investigate allegations of social problems, we must also be vigilant when we determ-
ine the validity of claims around victimhood.

Claims-making: beyond the construction

In order to distinguish between valid and invalid claims, we must also differentiate
claims-making and interest claims, to understand when claims may be in the best in-
terest of a particular group (Archer 2015). Integrating this into the discussion of
social problems allows us to introduce the aspect of power differentials to under-
stand how claims reflect the interests of some in society. Those who can frame their
interests in a historical and present context of power and advantage are able to have
their interests defined as a social problem (Demata 2019). Further, in the study of
social problems, we must also pay attention to the social structures and resulting
social conflicts brought on by these structures which give some groups power over
others (Dello Buono, 2015). When considering CRT’s tenet of interest convergence,
it is important to consider whose interests are represented in a claim and the power
they hold in society. Further, Spector and Kitsuse (2017) note that when considering
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the success of a claim, we must also examine the forum in which a claim is made,
noting that ‘when the choice of a forum is grossly inappropriate, people making
claims will not be treated as claimants, but quite possibly as deranged, misguided, or
insane people’ (81). Thus, the audience at which a claim is directed is vitally import-
ant when investigating the success of a claim. If, as Archer suggests, the claims-maker
and the audience are important aspects of evaluating claims, we must pay attention
to the ways in which an audience chooses to respond, or not to respond to the claim.
Thus, the fact that Trump’s use of easily accessible discourse against racialised immig-
rants mobilises an audience and has twice afforded him electoral success demon-
strates that the audience was receptive to his claims and that the society overall was
willing to accept the content of his claims.

Based on the above, when we investigate the actor making the claims, the content of
the claims, and the audience to whom the claim was made, it is clear that Trump
made claims that maintain the white supremacy of the United States. The anti-racial-
ised immigrant motifs become more evident when we take the speaker into account
and his history of anti-immigrant language, policies, and practices. Further, we can-
not truly understand Trump’s speeches without understanding the socio-historical
content of his claims, which occurs in the well-known context of marginalising ra-
cialised immigrant voices and interests, as argued by CRT. Following the tradition of
contextual constructionists, who maintain that we must ‘consider the stakes a claims-
maker has in a claim’s outcome’ (Archer 2015, 56), this approach stands in opposi-
tion to Blumer (1971), who stated that an investigation of claims-making should not
be guided by theory. Rather, I argue that we can only truly understand the implica-
tions of Trump’s claims where we apply CRT to understand the ideological founda-
tions of his claims. If we ignore this theoretical understanding, we tacitly endorse
these claims along with those who voted to elect him. In this sense, the tension
between a strict social constructionist perspective on claims-making and one that
highlights the social conditions of power and inequality that impact how claims are
made is indeed a false debate as power cannot be separated from the social position-
ing that goes into making a claim and the success of that claim being received. With
claims that are relevant to race, CRT provides the insight that claims will always be
constructed within the framework of the ordinariness of racism in a post-colonial
world where racism exists as an organising structure. To say that this does not impact
how knowledge is socially constructed and reflected in discourse is akin to the col-
our-blind stance, which attempts to hide racism, thus allowing it to continue.

Within this discussion, this paper argues that Trump knowingly drew upon the
common and easily accessible discourse against racialised immigrants in the United
States to incite an audience that is driven by white supremacist interests. In addition,
concerns around social conditions, social positioning, historical and political experi-
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ences all impacted the way he constructed racialised immigration as a social prob-
lem. Trump’s racist rhetoric was a vehicle by which he could advance his own in-
terest. Trump used his position of power as the then-presidential candidate and
former president to construct racialised immigrants as an imminent threat to society.
In addition, his identity as a white male gave him the power to make claims about
race that were not casily refuted. Moreover, the evidence did not support his argu-
ment of the nature of the threat; rather, his discourse used racism to fuel a social
movement of members whose beliefs aligned with his. Trump’s use of public dis-
course was intentional and purposeful, with the goal of creating an anti-immigration
social movement. Research suggests that this is a common tactic used by populist
politicians in the development of social movements (Durrheim 2018; Przybyszewski
2021).

The populist construction of a social problem

Academic literature on populism highlights that while there is little agreement over
what constitutes populist movements, there are some key elements. First, populist
movements begin with a leader who socially constructs a people group” with a
shared community, shared values, beliefs, and a shared vision. This people group is
constructed as being under threat (Anselmi 2017). While populist leaders appeal to
‘the people, Herkman (2022) notes that ‘the people’ is not a naturally occurring
group in society. Therefore, leaders must construct the group with a shared identity.
The fact that one such shared identity is based on racism and anti-immigration sen-
timent which creates an ‘us vs. them’ narrative underscores that these beliefs are
commonly held, if latent, ideologies in a society. Secondly, in the construction of
populist movements, Anselmi (2017) notes that the starting point is constructing
the social demand in order to foster a strong political identity. The ‘social-demand’
campaign is seen as responding to a need or demand of the entire group. In so much
as political leaders have the power to bring together a group of people and to further
convince them of a specific need or demand, political leaders have both the power to
create a demand and the power to also provide a solution. Populist leaders, therefore,
in their claims-making attempts, can construct a social problem, construct the need
or demand for a solution, create a collective to demand that solution, as well as
provide possible solutions to a concern. In doing so, they also position themselves as
the sole person who can solve the problem through the anti-elitist demonisation of
their opponents. Given that populist leaders also create the knowledge of a social
problem, it is imperative we investigate the ways in which knowledge about a social
claim is transferred as the claim is constructed.

Finally, a key part of populist discourse is the distancing of the targeted audiences
from the elite, which is often represented by the populist candidate (Pitcher 2019).
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These expressions of uncivility often turn towards xenophobia, racism, and anti-im-
migration when these ideas are seen as part of the ‘liberal-elite
agenda’ (Krzyzanowski 2021). The ultimate outcome of this discourse was seen in
the British response to immigration which was largely responsible for the success of
Brexit (Pitcher 2019; Przybyszewski 2021). Donald Trump has already been sub-
stantiated as a populist leader (Kellner 2016; Demata 2019; Subtirelu 2019) who
has used racism as a part of mobilising an anti-immigration social movement (De-
mata 2019; Subtirelu 2019). CRT suggests that the success with which Trump was
able to access this discourse is based on the normalcy and taken-for-granted nature
of racism in Western society (Delgado and Stefancic 2017).

Methodology

To investigate the ways in which populist leaders socially construct a social problem
through the claims-making process, I conducted a critical race discourse analysis
(CRDA) of three of Donald Trump’s speeches delivered at various points in his
political career. The use of CRDA combines ideas of the embeddedness of racism in
post-colonial societies with the practice of critical discourse analysis (van Dijk 1993,
2011, 2014) to identify the ways Donald Trump used discourse to further white
supremacist claims of power, dominance, and racism in his claims-making process.
CRDA is not only interested in the positioning of claims, but also how claims are
structured to build on racial ideologies, making them appear objectively true (van
Dijk 2014). Trump’s speeches demonstrated a consistency in his messaging around
racialised immigrants. The first speech was the then presidential candidate’s 2016
campaign speech in Arizona, which I call his anti-immigration speech. I obtained
this speech from Politico’s website. I use this speech as the basis for this analysis as it
was the first time Trump fully articulated his thoughts on racialised immigrants. The
second speech is Trump’s 2019 first address from the Oval Ofhice which occurred
during a government shutdown, also obtained from Politico’s website. The final
speech is his presidential acceptance speech after his 2024 presidential win which
was obtained from Newsweek. The two subsequent speeches were used to support
the idea that Trump never wavered in his attempts at constructing a social move-
ment against racialised immigrants. The implications of this will be discussed later.
Coding was used to identify speech patterns that demonstrate the claims-making
process, as well as themes of the claims. An interpretive analysis was conducted of
the claims using CRT as the interpretive framework.
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Findings

Context and content matter: Trump’s 2016 anti-immigration campaign
speech

Trump used his anti-immigration speech in 2016 as his policy release in Arizona, a
state where he was expected to have high levels of support. Trump had been known
to previously stoke the anti-immigration flame in Arizona, stating in July 2015,
‘Don’t worry, we'll take our country back’. Setting the stage for Trump’s 2016 speech
was opening speaker, Maricopa County Sheriff Joe Arpaio whose office was found by
The Department of Justice to engage in racial profiling and unlawful detention of
Latinos in Arizona. Arizona is also the state that introduced the SB 1070 Bill in
2010, which many have dubbed an anti-immigration law. This law included several
provisions that were brought before the Supreme Court. While many of the provi-
sions were struck down, provision 1 allowing police to demand ‘papers’ and investig-
ate immigration status if they suspect a person is undocumented was upheld, giving
police officers the ability to stop and investigate a ‘suspected undocumented immig-
rant’. The fact Trump chose this location to present his anti-immigration speech is
not a coincidence, but rather underscores our understanding that in the claims-mak-
ing process, the context and audience matter.

Process claims

When analysing Trump’s three speeches, we see that he established the social prob-
lem of immigration using the traditional claims-making process. In doing so, he es-
tablished the problem, the victim, the offender and the solution.

Constructing the ‘us vs. them’ narrative: Establishing the enemy

In his speeches, Trump employed the ‘us vs. them’ narrative to construct racialised
immigrants as a threat. This narrative is a commonly used tactic in the process of
framing social problems, creating the victim and the victimiser. This strategy is also
used in populist articulations to establish a ‘community-people’ within the move-
ment (Anselmi 2017) with boundaries that appear to be impenetrable as well as the
illusion of polarised and incompatible value and belief systems. In his construction
of the offender, Trump created the ‘us vs. them’ dynamics in several ways. First, he
established two targets: immigrants and the establishment, including the media and
opposing politicians.

We also have to be honest about the fact that not everyone who seeks
to join our country will be able to successfully assimilate. Sometimes
it’s just not going to work out. It’s our right, as a sovereign nation, to
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choose immigrants that we think are the likeliest to thrive and flour-
ish and love us. (Trump 2016)

Trump’s use of the term ‘assimilate’ here is striking as his following sentence stated
that Americans should only accept those who are willing to ‘thrive, “flourish’ and
who ‘Tlove us. Here, he implied that those who are not able/willing to assimilate, that
is, those with practices that are noticeably different from those of the dominant
group, are those who do not want to thrive or flourish and who ‘hate’ the US. Fur-
ther, we can question the idea of assimilation, as Trump has repeatedly targeted ra-
cialised people elsewhere. Hence, assimilation here not only reflects cultural other-
ing (cultural racism) but also the othering of those who look, dress, and live differ-
ently from the dominant culture. The ‘us vs. them’ narrative here effectively implied
that those who look different and those with a different culture, are those who pose a
threat to white Americans as they do not ‘love’ them.

For instance, we have to listen to the concerns that working people
have over the record pace of immigration and its impact on their jobs,
wages, housing, schools, tax bills, and living conditions. These are val-
id concerns, expressed by decent and patriotic citizens from all back-

grounds. (Trump 2016)

Trump further indicated that the concerns expressed above were valid concerns ex-
pressed by ‘decent and patriotic citizens from all backgrounds’ In doing this, he once
again implied that those who do not assimilate, and those who look and live in a
variety of ways, are neither decent nor are they patriotic. The use of the term ‘citizens
from all backgrounds” was intended to veil the racism that was expressed in the pre-
vious statements by appealing to the new racism’s neoliberal notions of equality, hid-
ing the true nature of the statements. Trump’s speeches contained patterns of other-
ing and positioning those who do not assimilate as the dangerous other. Not only
did Trump paint the picture of the dangerous other, but elsewhere in his speeches he
used dehumanising terms associating immigrants with rats in tunnels, criminal aliens
and using the term ‘catch and release’ In using these terms, Trump dehumanised not
only ‘illegal’ immigrants as he claimed was his target, but all immigrants as he oscil-
lated between ‘legal’ immigrants who do not assimilate, and ‘illegal’ immigrants. The
process of dehumanising a racial or ethnic group is a well-known practice to make it
easier to justify seeing that group as a dangerous other. In this way Trump reinforced
that there is a dominant group into which immigrants must assimilate, and that this
dominant group is inherently ‘human), while he defined other groups as subhuman.
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Establishing the enemy: ‘us vs. them’ — the media, the elite, and immigrants are
one

But to fix our immigration system, we must change our leadership in
Washington and we must change it quickly. Sadly, sadly there is no
other way. The truth is our immigration system is worse than anybody
ever realised. But the facts aren’t known because the media won’t re-
port on them. The politicians won't talk about them and the special
interests spend a lot of money trying to cover them up because they
are making an absolute fortune. That’s the way it is. (Trump 2016)

The federal government remains shut down for one reason and one
reason only because Democrats will not fund border security. My ad-
ministration is doing everything in our power to help those impacted
by the situation. But the only solution is for Democrats to pass a
spending bill that defends our borders and reopens the government.
This situation could be solved in a 45-minute meeting. (Trump 2019)

He [JD Vance] and I have said, go into the enemy camp, and, you
know, the enemy camp is certain networks... (Trump 2024)

Populist movements are also distinctly anti-elite (Anselmi 2017; Webber 2023).
Trump espoused anti-elite sentiments; however, his claims went further to construct
the elite (as represented by his political opponents), the media and immigrants as if
they were one. In doing this, he constructed these three groups as a cohesive ‘them’.
By constructing these groups as one, Trump successfully created the impression of a
conspiracy between the three, suggesting that they are intrinsically linked and op-
posed to ‘us’ This is beneficial to his campaign as he established the three as a threat
that can be targeted independently, or as a cohesive threat that acts in allegiance. By
establishing these threats as linked to each other, the mention of one invokes the
threat posed by all three. Thus, he only needed to mention one threat or enemy at a
time to address threats from the elite, the media, and immigrants.

When constructing the ‘us vs. them’ narrative in his 2016 speech, Trump also at-
tempted to downplay the racism reflected in his claims by asserting agreement
between the US and Mexican governments. He claimed, “We agree on the import-
ance of ending the illegal flow of drugs, cash, guns, and people across our border, and
to put the cartels out of business’ (Trump 2016). In claiming this, Trump was en-
deavouring to include the Mexican government in the ‘us, thereby giving the impres-
sion that the governments were in agreement with the definition of ‘the threat’
However, while Trump attempted to construct the United States and Mexico as one,
he also repeatedly claimed that the US was under threat from the migration of
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people from Mexico. He did not claim the same about the threat Americans pose to
Mexico. His attempt to convince the audience that the Mexican government agreed
with his opinion is a version of neoliberal politics whereby he attempted to remove
race, ethnicity, and nationality from the discourse. He attempted to present his ar-
gument as a colour-blind argument to avoid accusations of racism. However, he only
presented Americans as victims as his claim was always that Mexicans threaten
Americans; therefore, his neoliberal argument refused to entertain the idea that
Americans also pose a threat to Mexicans. Likewise, in his 2019 speech, Trump also
made the following statement once again in an attempt to appear colour-blind:
‘Among the hardest hit are African Americans and Hispanic Americans’ in a neolib-
eral attempt to avoid claims of racism in his response to border security; however,
the authenticity of this attempt is easily questioned when Trump proceeded to refer-
ence illegal drugs immediately after this statement, thereby connecting the use of
illegal drugs to African and Hispanic Americans.

Constructing the victimiser and the victim

Countless Americans who have died in recent years would be alive
today if not for the open border policies of this administration and
the administration that causes this horrible, horrible thought process,

called Hillary Clinton. (Trump 2016)

In his 2016 speech, Trump established a victimiser in obvious ways. Many of the
methods he used to construct the victimiser drew upon already existing racist narrat-
ives that have often been used to create the racialised other as deviant. I choose to

only highlight a few examples.

Those released [by Hilary Clinton] include individuals convicted of
killings, sexual assault, and some of the most heinous crimes imagin-
able, who went on to reoffend at a very high rate..We will finally
complete the biometric entry-exit visa tracking system. (Trump 2016)

In this segment, Trump used an imprecise reference to ‘a very high rate’ when refer-
ring to crimes committed by immigrants. This intentionally allowed the listener to
infer the rate, permitting them to bring their already existing biases into the dis-
course with no need to challenge them. The use of ‘empty rhetoric’ or vague termin-
ology is a deliberate strategy in the creation of a populist social movement as it al-
lows audiences to use their own ideological definitions as they interpret intentionally
vague discourse (Kellner 2016; Herkman 2022). It is noteworthy that speakers are
not completely vague in their presentation of social problems as they have already
primed the audience by framing certain concerns as problematic. Therefore, in this
case, Trump primed his audience to consider the eminent threat of racialised immig-



Journal of Dialogue Studies 12

ration, so that when he used the phrase ‘a very high rate’, his audience was likely to
interpret the rate as higher than it actually is, also overemphasising the actual threat.
Secondly, Trump’s transition from discussing sexual assaults, killings, and heinous
crimes to his next point, which focused more generally on migrants” entrance/exit in
the US, once again allowed the listener to connect the two as being the same. In this
sense, entrance/exits within the US, that is, all forms of migration, made migrants
cligible for suspicion of engaging in the crimes he mentioned just prior. This move
from the immigrant/undocumented immigrant was intended to allow the listener to
equate the two in their mind. A few sentences later Trump, once again conjured up
9/11 to drive home the danger attached to those who enter and exit the US.

Manufactured victimhood

It is also important to understand the conditions used to substantiate a social prob-
lem when socially constructing victimhood. The construction of victimhood is a
contested field which some have argued has become more an industry than a true
articulation of harm (Holsetein and Miller 1990; Best 2015). The social conditions
and social relations in the US did not substantiate Trump’s construction of a victim
in his construction of a social problem. This brings into question the validity of the
social problem he constructed. Also of note is the fact that the construction of a so-
cial problem typically begins with the construction of a victim who is harmed, then
followed by the offender who is causing harm. This is because the posited goal of
social problem construction is to eliminate the harm victims experience. However, in
his 2016 speech, Trump established the offender prior to constructing the victim.
This suggests that his focus was on establishing the offender as the one causing harm,
rather than on the harm the victim experiences, suggesting that the victim was manu-
factured rather than authentic. He first constructed the victimiser by drawing on
racist tropes, which he introduced at the 1:32 minute mark of his speech. He then
established the problem 2:16 minutes into his speech. It was not until 5:40 minutes
into his speech that he mentioned the constructed victim (the American people).
This is in opposition to the claims-making process, which usually establishes the vic-
tim first as the focal point of the problem since the goal of the claims-maker is to
rectify the situation causing harm. That Trump focused on the offender first suggests
that his aim was actually to highlight the offender, and then manufacture a victim
afterwards.

In addition, in his speeches, Trump used tactics that were aimed at mobilising people
to act immediately:

1. Urgency of the situation: I’'m going to deliver a detailed policy address on
one of the greatest challenges facing our country today, illegal
immigration’ (2016). ‘Over the years, thousands of Americans have been
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brutally killed by those who illegally enter our country and thousands more
lives will be lost if we don’t act right now’ (2019). “We have a country that
needs help, and it needs help very badly. We're going to fix our
borders...” (2024).

2. Eminent danger: “These are matters of life-and-death for our country and its
people. I want to remind everyone what we are fighting for — and who we

are fighting for’.

3. Implying agreement: ‘We agree on the importance of ending the illegal flow
of drugs, cash, guns, and people across our border, and to out the cartels
out of business.’ (2016)

In his 2024 election speech, Donald Trump once again gave a glimpse of his focus on
immigration as a key election point. During his acceptance speech, within the first
minute Trump noted that he was going to fix the country and fix the borders. This is
significant because his attention to the borders was the only substantive issue he
raised when articulating the need to fix the country at the beginning of his speech. It
was not until the twenty-minute mark that he turned his attention to other substant-
ive concerns such as health, taxes, and education, thus underscoring his continuing
focus on immigration.

Content claims

The focus on the content claims in Trump’s speeches provides a contextual and the-
oretical understanding for his statements. This allows us to understand how Trump
used well-known racist tropes to strike historical and present-day images of threats
associated with racialised immigrants.

Physical and financial threats

One common threat that is often associated with immigrant populations is that of
security. Trump repeatedly raised this issue of security stating that racialised immig-
rants are a threat.

Then there is the issue of security. Countless innocent American lives
have been stolen because our politicians have failed in their duty to
secure our borders and enforce our laws like they have to be enforced.
I have met with many of the great parents who lost their children to
sanctuary cities and open borders. (Trump 2016)

Trump moved beyond painting ‘undocumented immigrants’ as a threat to include
stereotypical visions of racialised Black and Brown people as a threat.
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Anyone who has entered the United States illegally is subject to de-
portation — that is what it means to have laws and to have a country.
Our enforcement priorities will include removing criminals, gang
members, security threats, visa overstays, public charges — that is,
those relying on public welfare or straining the safety net, along with
millions of recent illegal arrivals and overstays who've come here un-
der the current administration. (Trump 2016)

On top of that, illegal immigration costs our country more than $113
billion dollars a year. For the money we are going to spend on illegal
immigration over the next ten years, we could provide one million at-
risk students with a school voucher. (Trump 2016)

But all Americans are hurt by uncontrolled illegal migration...Our
southern border is a pipeline for vast quantities of illegal drugs, in-
cluding meth, heroin, cocaine and fentanyl. Every weck 300 of our
citizens are killed by heroin alone, 90 percent of which floods across
from our southern border. More Americans will die from drugs this
year than were killed in the entire Vietnam War. (Trump 2019)

Trump spoke about the physical threat posed by immigrants using stercotypes that
are commonly associated with Black and Brown people, for example, using and traf-
ficking illegal drugs, receiving social assistance, and being an economic strain on the
system. In this way, Trump intentionally created immigrants as the ‘racialised other’
by using stereotypical racialised imagery. Once again, this allowed him to employ the
new racism without having to mention a specific race.

Threat to the American value of hard work

While there are many illegal immigrants in our country who are good
people, this doesn’t change the fact that most illegal immigrants are
lower-skilled workers with less education who compete directly
against vulnerable American workers, and that these illegal workers
draw much more out from the system than they will ever pay in.

(Trump 2016)

Trump also constructed racialised immigrants as a threat to the American value of
hard work and meritocracy. He boldly claimed that most immigrants drain the sys-
tem and are unwilling to work, thus taking more from Americans than they contrib-
ute.
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Immigration law doesn’t exist just for the purpose of keeping out
criminals. It exists to protect all aspects of American life — the works-
ite, the welfare office, the education system and much else. That is why
immigration limits are established in the first place. If we only enforce
the laws against crime, then we have an open border to the entire

world. (Trump 2016)

Trump presented the threat from immigration to the economy as challenging the
American way of life. He then claimed: “The Center for Immigration Studies estim-
ates that 62 percent of households headed by illegal immigrants used some form of
cash or non-cash welfare programs, like food stamps or housing assistance, once
again creating the fear of the threat to the economy. Following Cohen’s (2022) sug-
gestion to fact-check claims, it is important note that the implication that immig-
rants (illegal or otherwise) are more likely to commit crimes is incorrect, as revealed
by Landgrave and Nowrasteh’s (2018) rescarch, which found that immigrants to the
US are less likely to commit crimes than American-born citizens. Yet, the association
of immigrants with a threat is one that has been successfully used to garner anti-im-
migration sentiment (McCann & Boateng 2020).

Threat to shared values: worldviews

Another threat that Trump established was the threat to the American worldview.
For example, he states:

An ideological certification to make sure that those we are admitting
to our country share our values and love our people...For instance, in
the last five years, we've added nearly 100,000 immigrants from Iraq
and Afghanistan. And the two countries according to Pew Research, a
majority of residents say that the barbaric practice of honour killings
against women are often or sometimes justified. That’s what they say.
That what they say. They're justified. Right? And were admitting them
into our country. Applicants will be asked their view about honor
killings, about respect for women and gays and minorities. Attitudes
on radical Islam. (Trump 2016)

Here, Trump again asserted the incompatibility of ‘us vs. them’ I use the term ‘in-
compatible’ because, more than simply asserting differences, which the ‘us vs. them’
narrative does, Trump established differences based on values. Value differences are
framed as differences of worldview, which are incompatible and cannot be easily
overcome. Trump also engaged in essentialisation, which CRT argues is the process
of attributing a single trait to all members of a racial or ethnic group. The Washing-
ton Post fact-checked this speech and noted that “Trump correctly cites a Pew Re-
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search study that surveyed attitudes in various Muslim countries. In only two coun-
tries — Afghanistan (60%) and Iraq (60%) — do majorities say honour killings of
women are often or sometimes justified, while only in Afghanistan does a majority
(59%) say the same about executing men who have allegedly engaged in pre- or ex-
tra-marital sex.” So, while there is limited truth to Trump’s argument, he selected the
two Muslim countries where there is more support for honour killings. This practice
of selective observation is a commonly used strategy in both claims-making and
populist discourse. He followed up this statement by speaking about ‘attitudes on
radical Islam) which is an idea that has already been primed in the minds of listeners,
thus associating all Muslims with radical Islam. In addition, in the context of speak-
ing about support for specific practices, the mention of Islam creates the idea that
the majority of Muslims support the practices he mentioned. This statement is essen-
tialising in that Trump attempted to present all Muslims as contradictory to Americ-
ans in their belief systems. However, looking at the context of the claim and examin-
ing the Pew Research Centre study cited, we see Trump missed two key conclusions.
First, the majority of Muslims in various countries do not condone honour killings;
this was not mentioned in his speech where he spoke about ‘attitudes on radical Is-
lam’ as he attempted to paint Muslim worldviews as supportive of the practice. Fur-
ther, as indicated in the same Pew Research Centre study, Trump neglected to men-
tion a key finding where Muslims across various countries express the opinion that a
belief in God is necessary for morality. This is important considering the audience to
which Trump was speaking. Trump’s base is overwhelmingly made up of white evan-
gelicals, a group that would find affinity with Muslims who believe in God. Trump
‘conveniently’ left this out of his speech. Another Pew Research Centre study repor-
ted that among non-Hispanic Whites who regularly attend church services, which is
an indicator of religiosity, for example, 71% voted for Trump in the 2020 election.
Thus, it would have been appropriate for Trump to note this connection in world-
views to highlight the similarities between Muslim immigrants and the non-racial-
ised American-born population. However, he selectively highlighted the seemingly
incompatible differences based on ‘values and ideologies’ to establish the ‘us vs.
them’ dynamic.

Beyond immigration: race is the issue

This includes her plan to bring in 620,000 new refugees from Syria
and that region over a short period of time. And even yesterday, when
you were watching the news, you saw thousands and thousands of
people coming in from Syria. What is wrong with our politicians, our
leaders if we can call them that? (Trump 2016)
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Our enforcement priorities will include removing criminals, gang
members, security threats, visa overstays, public charges — that is,
those relying on public welfare or straining the safety net, along with
millions of recent illegal arrivals and overstays who've come here un-
der the current administration. (Trump 2016)

Among those hardest hit are African Americans and Hispanic Amer-
icans. Our southern border is a pipeline for vast quantities of illegal
drugs, including meth, heroin, cocaine, and fentanyl. Every week 300
of our citizens are killed by heroin alone, 90 percent of which floods
across from our southern border. More Americans will die from drugs
this year than were killed in the entire Vietnam War. (Trump 2019)

Much of the above underscores a key tactic used by Trump during his speeches
where he specifically drew upon racism to support the ideas of threat and establish
the ‘us vs. them’ narrative. For example, in 2016 he referred to gangs and criminality,
which the American public often associates with Brown and Black people; he also
spoke about terrorist threats from radical Islam while he highlighted specific Islamic
countries; finally, he used terms such as welfare, food programs and housing assist-
ance. In his 2019 speech on immigration, the sequencing of his comments indicated
that African Americans and Hispanic Americans were hurt by illegal immigration,
but that was then followed by comments about illegal drug use, which builds on ste-
reotypes of the use of illegal substance in these populations and allows readers to
associate the problem of illegal drug use with Black and Hispanic Americans. As a
political leader, Trump not only demonstrated agreement with these stereotypes,
but, given his position of power, he perpetuated these stereotypes and gave the im-
pression that they are objectively true. Once again, Trump intentionally and pur-
poscfully used veiled racist language and engaged in the new racism where he was
careful not to use explicitly racist language, but rather he used phrases that have been
historically associated with racialised populations to continue to present them as a
threat. This ensured that he could add to the fear of group members, while maintain-
ing the ability to defend himself against racism.

Discussion: What Populists Do With Language

The purpose of this article is to provide an example of how populist claims are made
to invigorate anti-immigration, racist social movements by articulating ever present
racist ideologies in many Western democracies. CRT argues that in post-colonial
societies, racism is not an exceptional occurrence, but rather that it is the norm. Ac-
cordingly, Donald Trump was able to make populist claims about racialised immig-
rants by drawing upon normalised expressions of racism to incite an anti-immigra-
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tion, racist social movement in the US. While he did not always use blatant expres-
sions of racism that are no longer publicly accepted, he used the neoliberal articula-
tions to veil his racist speech in a practice that is commonplace in the new racism.
Nevertheless, his speeches amounted to racism, which he used to encourage white
nationalist, populist movements. The normalcy and taken-for-granted nature of ra-
cism in American society allowed Trump’s anti-immigration discourse to withstand
validity challenges. Trump’s election in 2016 and re-election in 2024 prove accept-
ance of this discourse within the larger society, demonstrating that racism is still very
entrenched as a way of being in America, as well as in other countries where similar
social movements have taken hold.

In addition, this paper highlights that when we understand the context within
which a claim is constructed, we are able to gain further insight into what the claim
is intended to do. It is only when we understand that Trump intentionally used many
populist claims-making tactics in his claims-making speeches that we can understand
the strength of his movement. Trump socially constructed a problem then posi-
tioned himself as the sole individual able to rescue the country. He engaged a group
of people who he knew were open to his ideas and used the fear of a threat to create a
community among them. This community is evidenced by actions such as wearing of
items like the MAGA cap, the chanting of sayings and the deep commitment to
Trump. These are all a key part of the creation of an ‘us vs. them’ dynamic.

What does this mean in an era of increasing populist movements? Unfortunately, it
means that as long as societies continue to accept the discourse of separation and
racism, these ideologies will remain alive and can be used by members of the domin-
ant group to maintain their privileged position. While additional research should be
conducted to understand the techniques of rationalisation used by members of the
public who claim to disagree with these racist views yet vote for such leaders, the fact
that Trump was successful suggests that these beliefs are not as objectionable as some
of his supporters suggest. Ultimately, members of society cannot say that they en-
dorse candidates and others who spread racist populist ideas, while at the same time
claiming that they want to climinate racism from society. The two things simply
cannot occur simultaneously. As long as a political candidate with a platform is al-
lowed to spread racist ideologies and is rewarded for it, the ideologies of separation
and racism that are already deeply engrained in post-colonial societies will become
further entrenched.
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Abstract: The article conducts a case study from the theoretical perspective of the strategic ap-
proach towards populism during the period of the political crisis in Bulgaria between April 16
and May 11, 2021. The text analyses how the leader of the political party GERB (‘Citizens for the
European Development of Bulgaria’), Boyko Borisov, used a typically populist mobilising strategy,
combined with a wide range of manipulative discourse techniques, to provoke and deepen the
crisis. He aimed to prove that the parties which supported the protests in 2020 were consolidated
only around the idea of displacing GERB, and were unable to unite around a common govern-
ment formula. Borisov’s desire to come back to power is at the basis of his populist strategy, which
tries to suggest that during his rule there was order and stability in the country, while only later
came a period of chaos and crises. This strategy is accompanied by a clear outline of the ‘image of
the enemy’ on three different levels. Firstly, several specific individuals are mentioned, who do not
have a plan for action after the displacement of GERB. They are (supposedly) unable to rule the
country, pushing it instead towards elections and towards provisional government appointed by
Rumen Radev. Secondly, this personalisation turns into the prerequisite for building a collective
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certain political parties.
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Introduction

One of the most modern and widespread methodological approaches regards popu-
lism as a strategy for political mobilisation. During the last few years this school of
thought has developed extremely fast, focusing its empirical research mainly on the

1 Atanas Zhdrebev has a PhD in Political Science from Sofia University, ‘St. Kliment Ohridsky’
He is currently employed at the Institute for Historical Studies at the Bulgarian Academy of
Sciences. He is an author of the books Populism, Crises and Instability (2024), Populism as a
Factor for the Dysfunction of Political Institutions in Bulgaria (2001-2018) (2020), and The
Collapse of the Political System in Bulgaria (2011). His latest monograph ‘Populist Strategies as
a Driver of Domestic Political Crises (2021-2023)’ is currently under review.
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processes that go on in the Latin-American countries.2 The present article, however,
looks into a stage of the political crisis in Bulgaria which started in 2021, conducting
a case study from the theoretical perspective of the strategic approach. The text dis-
cusses how the leader of the political party GERB, Boyko Borisov, used a typical
populist mobilisation strategy, combined with a wide range of manipulative dis-
course techniques to provoke and deepen the crisis. Therefore, our focus of attention
in the theoretical overview and in the empirical part will be directed not towards the
organisational model of the populist mobilisation, but towards the relationship
between the strategy and the populist leader’s discourse. But before we go on to the
essential analysis in detail, we have to place the research problem within a chronolo-
gical frame and the overall political context.

The date Aprill6, 2021 is fixed as the beginning of the first political crisis, since that
is when GERB’s parliamentary group disrupted the plenary session at which the fin-
ancial minister, Kiril Ananiev, was supposed to have a hearing. The end of the firsz
stage of the crisis developing between April 16 and December 13 falls upon May 11,
when President Rumen Radev dismissed the National Assembly, appointed a provi-
sional government, and set a date for extraordinary general elections on July 11. The
end of the crisis comes on December 13, 2021, with the election of Kiril Petkov’s
government.

The main engine of the crisis was Slavi Trifonov, a famous showman and TV host.
His shows became popular for their satire of the political elite and for offering a cul-
tural product that satisfied a mass audience without high aesthetic and critical re-
quirements. Trifonov’s long presence on screen allowed him to influence public
opinion, as he directly addresses the audience with a wide range of populist political
messages. Later, he left the big private broadcaster BTV, created his own cable chan-
nel, and founded the “There is such a Nation’ party (local abbreviation: ITN), which
took an active part in the 2020 protests, which we will mention in a moment. The
leader of ITN boycotted the efforts to form a government after two consecutive par-
liamentary votes in 2021. Although the structure of the political representation in
Parliament made it possible for him to form a considerable majority for the support
of a cabinet with the I'TN mandate, Trifonov undertook a series of actions to cause
extraordinary general elections. One of his main messages, which gave him a consid-
crable lead in the pre-election campaign was that he would ‘peel off” GERB from the

2 Among the more important texts we could mention Robert Barr’s monograph on Latin-Amer-
ican populism (Barr 2017), as well as those by Carlos de la Torre (Torre 2000); the wide-scope
research by Steven Levitsky into the political evolution of Juan Peron’s Party of Justice (Levit-
sky 2003); and several articles dealing with the organisational models of the populist mobilisa-
tion in the Latin-American countries (Roberts 2006; Torre 2013; Tella 1997; Weyland 2021;
etc.).
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government of the country and would not enter into a coalition with the three
‘parties of the status guo’ — GERB, DPS (literally, ‘Movement for Rights and Free-
dom’) and BSP (Bulgarian Socialist Party). At the same time, he changed his attacks
to target the ‘parties of protest’ and gradually started to recognise them as part of the
political status quo . This classic destructive populist strategy proved effective during
the peak of electoral mobilisation on July 11, 2021, but its later radicalisation led to
considerable shrinking of electoral support of ITN.

However, we will focus our attention on the populist strategy of Boyko Borisov,
who, as a leader of GERB, played an active role as a catalyst of the crisis. Borisov be-
came famous to the general public in the period after November 10, 1989, when the
communist dictator Todor Zhivkov was ousted from power. Initially he was a body-
guard of Zhivkov and later of the former Bulgarian tsar Simeon II, who lived in exile
in Madrid until his first return to the homeland in 1996. Simeon II entered politics,
creating his National Movement Simeon II (local abbreviation: NDSV'), which won
the parliamentary elections of June 17, 2001, became prime minister, adopted the
ordinary citizen’s surname Saxe-Coburggotski derived from the dynasty he descends
from, and appointed Borisov as secretary-general of the Interior Ministry. During
the reign of Saxe-Coburggotski’s government, major rivalry began between the mob-
ster groups in Bulgaria and many ostentatious murders took place. Borisov then
began to do PR for himself by visiting the crime scenes and, in the presence of selec-
ted journalists, accusing the judicial system of inaction. In fact, this is when he built
his own political charisma. In 2007, Boyko Borisov founded the ‘Citizens for Eu-
ropean Development of Bulgaria’ party (local abbreviation: GERB). With a brief
interruption between 2013 and 2014, he was Prime Minister of Bulgaria from 2009
until the elections in April 2021. In 2020, mass public protests broke out demanding
his resignation and the resignation of the Prosecutor General Ivan Geshev, con-
sidered susceptible to his political influence. In the end, the protests failed and in
July 2020, there was an incident where police turned violent and bloodily beat
protesting students in the square in front of the Council of Ministers building. After
the parliamentary elections of April 4, 2021, under Boyko Borisov’s ideological and
political leadership, GERB implemented a whole series of techniques for parlia-
mentary sabotage, which led to blocking the work of the National Assembly and a
permanent dysfunction of this legislative body. He aimed to prove that the parties
which supported the protests of 2020 were consolidated only around the idea of
displacing GERB from power and were unable to unite around a common govern-
ment formula. Borisov’s desire to return to power lies at the basis of his populist
strategy, which tries to suggest that during the time of his governance there was sta-
bility and order in the country, while only later came a period of chaos and crisis.
Precisely this monotonous single-type strategy, which combines a strictly defined set
of discursive and mobilisation techniques, has become a major factor in deepening
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the political crisis in Bulgaria. Between April 4, 2021, and October 27, 2024, par-
liamentary elections were held seven times due to the inability of the parliamentary
parties to elect a regular government. This article examines Boyko Borisov’s populist
strategy at the initial stage of the political crisis. Focus is set precisely on Borisov be-
cause he has established himself as the populist leader with the highest mobilisation
potential in the conditions of a permanent crisis of legitimacy of the political system,
as well as of a continuous transformation and fragmentation of the party system. His
strategy did not change during the subsequent stages of the crisis. The chronological
period is therefore defined for representational purposes.

Theoretical Frame

Populism is a difficult concept to define; there is conceptual ambiguity about it. One
of the most coherent and logically consistent classifications of methodological ap-
proaches to its study has been made by Noam Gidron and Bart Bonikowski, who
assume that there are three approaches to the study of populism - as an ideology, as
a discursive style, and as a strategy of political mobilisation (Bonikowski & Gidron
s.a., 17). The two scholars offer summary definitions of the nature of populism in
terms of each approach: populism as an ideology is ‘a set of interrelated ideas about
the nature of politics and society’; as a discursive style it is a way of making claims
about politics; characteristics of discourse’s; as a political strategy it is ‘a form of mo-
bilisation and organisation’ (Bonikowski & Gidron s.a., 17). The ideological ap-
proach is already quite outdated and is criticised in the overwhelming majority of
research. But so as not to stray from our topic, we will only consider the strategic and
discursive approaches here in order to then outline the relationship between them.

Discursive approach

We begin with the discursive approach, since its emergence preceded that of the stra-
tegic one and the older school had its undeniable influence on the development of
the more modern one. Its essence can be seen most clearly in the authoritative and
widely cited article by Margaret Canovan “Trust the people! Populism and the two
faces of Democracy’. According to Canovan, populism is ‘an appeal to the people
against both the established structure of power and the dominant ideas and values of
society’ (Canovan 1999, 3). The ‘appeal to the people’ is in fact an ‘appeal to recog-
nised authority] and has three aspects. Firstly, the nation is presented as a unified
whole with common interests, and as an opposite to the parties and the factions that
divide it. Secondly, this is an appeal to the nation as a homogeneous ethnic group
which is opposed to foreigners and immigrants. Thirdly, the appeal is directed at the
nation as a group consisting of ordinary individuals whose interests are disregarded

by the privileged and corrupt elite (Canovan 1999, 4-5).



Populism from the Perspective of the Strategic Approach: A Case Study of Boyko Borisov’s Strategy After the
Parliamentary Elections in Bulgaria on 4/04/2021

Strategic approach

If we summarise the dominant trends and fluctuations in the scholarly literature
presented in the bibliography, we could derive the following main characteristics of
the strategic approach in the context of populist mobilisations in Latin American
countries:

First, the relationship between the leader and his followers is personalistic, and the
mobilisation mechanism itself usually proceeds in a vertical direction. In a sense,
Argentine Peronism represents an exception to the rule, as it combines personalistic
leadership with horizontal mobilisation.

Second, populist parties build centralised vertical organisational structures. A classic
example in this respect is the case of Venezuela, where Hugo Chavez combined the
dominant role of his sole leadership with a vertical model of party organisation.
Here again, Peronism emerges as the great exception to the rule, but what is peculiar
about the model imposed by Juan Perén is the combination between the vertical
form of personalist leadership dominance and the horizontal party organisational
structure.

Third, populism emerges in the context of a deepening crisis of representation,
coupled with a low degree of institutionalisation of party systems.

Fourth, personalist populist leaders make appeals addressed to the people and direc-
ted against the political elites and parties of the status quo. In this way, they politicise
the public discontent caused by unfulfilled economic and social expectations, rein-
force polarisation, and use the crisis situations that arise to realise their main goal of
taking power and ruling. Populist appeals erode citizens’ trust in the political system
and transform it into personal trust in a personalistic leader. Through his direct non-
institutionalised relationship with the people, he gains support and expands his
electoral influence.

Unfortunately, it is not possible to make precise bibliographical references for the
four characteristics, as they reflect general trends in the literature, but not particular
conceptions of the individual authors, and there is interweaving between the charac-
teristics. For example, Kurt Weyland focuses on personalist leadership and the ver-
tical flow model of populist mobilisation. On the other hand, Weyland sees the stra-
tegic approach as a radical alternative to the ideological and discursive approaches.
The author argues that in populist strategy, unlike discourse, the main focus falls not
on what populists say, but on what they do in order to get power and hold it for as
long as possible (Weyland 2017, 77-102). Thus, it is this fourth characteristic that
points us to the problem of the relation between strategy and discourse.
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Interconnections between the two

The fuzzy boundaries between the strategic and discursive approaches can be seen in
many authors” work. Robert Jansen considers that populist mobilisation is a ‘sus-
tained political project combining people’s mobilisation and populist
rhetoric’ (Jansen 2011, 82). According to him, the rhetoric serves the purpose of
imposing and legitimising populist principles and actions, and it represents the na-
tion as a unified whole (Jansen 2011, 83-85).

Paul Kenny does not deny that to achieve their goals populist leaders have to use a
certain language, style, or rhetoric, but this matter is not of primary importance to
him. The attractiveness of the appeals to the people, despite their wide diversity, does
not transform populist movements into bureaucratic or programme ones in Weber’s
terms (Kenny 2021, 11). According to Kenny, the ideological polyvalency of the
populist parties, expressed in the fact that they situate themselves along the whole
range of the political spectrum (left, right, and centre) shows that the organisational
form takes priority over ideology, and the populist leaders seck the support of a soci-
ologically heterogencous base (Kenny 2021, 2).

In a review article dedicated to the school dealing with the populist strategy, Robert
Barr lists several definitions3, which indicate some degree of syncretism between the
two approaches. Along with the references to Canovan, Jansen, and Kenny, the
definitions mentioned below create the impression of theoretical confusion and cast
doubt on the one-sidedness of Weyland’s viewpoint. Carlos de la Torre’s theses are
the exact opposite of Weyland’s conception. They combine the strategic and what
Torre himself calls the ‘discursive-ideological’ approach. On the one hand, populism
is interpreted as a Manichean discourse, presenting politics as a dualistic opposition
between the people and the oligarchy; and on the other (hand), it is a strategy for
vertical political mobilisation, entering into a confrontation with the requests of
certain political movements (Torre 2017, 195-198). Torre states that populism is a
combination of discursive and mobilisation techniques, between the strong rhetor-
ical appeals to the people and the actions taken by the leader on their behalf (Torre
2000 xi—xii). For Mayorga, populism is a pattern of politics in which ‘a charismatic
leader exploits an ideological discourse of defending the poor and excluded, through
which he garners electoral support and democratically legitimises the quest for and
exercise of power’ (Barr 2018, 46); for Lemman, it is a ‘verticalist and personalist

3 Since there is no possibility to check the quotations from the secondary sources, our reference
will be based on Barr’s text; except for Carlos de la Torre’s article, which is taken from a primary
source.
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leadership style and rhetoric, with followers from all social classes’ (Barr 2018, 47).
Gennaro, Leece and Moreli note that political outsiders tend to use populist rhetoric
to mobilise certain electoral segments, but this (in its turn) leads to de-mobilisation
of their hardcore supporters. According to them, there is also a discursive compon-
ent in addition to the strategic one, which contributes to the mobilisation; while the
anti-elite appeals based on the cleavage ‘people versus elite’ only work in favour of
the populists, because they address those voters who are disappointed with the
politicians and are dissatisfied with their own economic status (Gennaro et al. 2021,

1.

The quotations above suggest that political speaking is never a random and isolated
phenomenon — instead it always results in some kind of political action. Con-
sequently, the boundary between the discursive and the mobilisation techniques is
hard to define. Moreover, the assumption that the personalist leader secks the sup-
port of the masses and addresses his followers with the claim that he is the only au-
thentic exponent and defender of their interests is widely accepted in the academic
literature. Rather, this is the common denominator of all the different approaches.

Quite the opposite stance is taken by such scholars as Takis S. Pappas, who draws
attention to the wide variety of elements for analysis of populism (‘political move-
ment, ‘ideology or belief’, ‘discursive model; ‘political strategy, ‘type of representa-
tion, ‘specific political style’), which makes it hard to find a working definition with
a high enough level of conceptualisation (Pappas 2016, 9).

Despite all the diversity of the authors’ perspectives, the conclusion is that there is a
synergy between strategic and discursive approaches, that a populist strategy cannot
be successful without relying on discursive manipulative techniques as an engine of
political mobilisation.

Methodology

At first, it is necessary to justify the relevance of the chosen theoretical framework to
the methodology of the empirical study: Boyko Borisov won five of the seven early
parliamentary elections with a significant lead over the other political forces, and
hence his mobilisation strategy was successful. At the same time, a factor in this suc-
cess was the use of a wide range of discursive manipulative techniques through which
Borisov formally communicates with politicians, sharpening his confrontational
tone towards them, while in reality he is attracting the support of his voters, as these
confrontational messages are rather addressed to them. Precisely here is situated the
paradoxical nature of the GERB leader’s populist strategy as an intersection between
conflict and dialogue. This strategy is also representative of the way the leaders of the
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other parties speak — they confront each other and thus carry out the ‘dialogue’ with
their supporters. This is why there is such a prolonged political crisis in Bulgaria.

The aim of this article is to conduct a case study within the already outlined chrono-
logical frame, which will examine Boyko Borisov’s strategy, with the perspective of
verifying the relation between the theoretical and the empirical. The text is based to
a great extent on the general methodology, elaborated on in the third chapter of my
monograph. There the hypothesis was proven that in the case of Bulgaria, not only
does populism arise when there is a crisis in the legitimacy of the political system,
but it could also provoke such a crisis through a deliberate infringement of the insti-
tutional rules (Zhdrebev 2020, 213-272). The development of the political crisis
that started in 2021 not only confirms once again the credibility of this hypothesis,
but even raises it to the status of a thesis. That is why the current article does not
formulate a hypothesis. The analysis in the empirical section emphasises two basic
elements: in the first place is the populist strategy itself, as initiated by its leader; we
have to bear in mind that this strategy is the key factor for the beginning and devel-
opment of the crisis. Secondly and equally important is the discursive element,
which is an integral part of the strategy, and on the level of political propaganda is
the basic factor for its practical realisation. These two elements cannot be structur-
ally separated from each other, since they are organically interrelated, so they are
examined as a whole.

The empirical research of the above-mentioned relationship is conducted on the
basis of selected media quotations from Boyko Borisov’s public appearances. Since
he is not in the habit of giving interviews, broadcasting instead live streams through
Facebook containing his long speeches at party activists meetings (not steno-
graphed), our article cites only some extracts from his monologues, which are pub-
lished in the two media mentioned below. These excerpts are given in the Notes un-
derneath, so that the reader can follow the available data by indicators during the
analysis of the populist discourse, all populist discursive categories being framed in
italics. The categories are not grouped by indicators, because the excerpts used are
not only fragmentary, but also full of populist content, and in this way Borisov’s
train of thought risks being additionally fragmented if such grouping occurs.

The analysis uses the system of indicators developed in the monograph from 2020,
based on a wide-scale review of academic literature: negation/rejection of the elite,
opposition ‘people versus elite) unification of the people’s will, anti-partisanship,
importance of the personality/charisma, heightened social expectations, creating the
‘image of the enemy) xenophobia, rejection of intermediary institutions, as well as
rejecting institutions as an instrument in making legitimate decisions (Zhdrebev
2020, 95). This system of indicators is an innovative contribution that can be applied
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in every other empirical research of populism. A central place in the research of the
strategy is taken by the indicators of the importance of the personality/charisma,
and of the rejection of intermediary institutions; while in the research of the dis-
course all the other indicators are discussed, except for xenophobia (as Boyko Bor-
isov is not a xenophobe, treats representatives of all ethnicities and nations with re-
spect, has not made a single xenophobic statement). In the monograph, a qualitative
content analysis of the populist discourse of party leaders was conducted using a data
registration map of manipulative discursive techniques on the ten indicators. In all
charts about Borisov, in the column ‘xenophobia, the field was left blank (Zhdrebev
2020, 320-322).

The materials for the empirical study are taken from two electronic media — Me-
diapool and Sega (literally ‘Nowadays’). Mediapool is one of the biggest news sites,
which presents in thorough detail the main info stream, while at the same time out-
lining the prior history, context, and interconnections between the current news and
the political events that precede it; however, less attention is given to commentaries
and analyses. Sega, on the other hand, presents the news in a more succinct manner,
but it has quite a good daily analytical comments section. On the narrow and highly
dependent media market in Bulgaria there are newspapers such as Trud and 24
Hours, which are close to GERB but formally claim to be independent. They regu-
larly place in their electronic editions the full recordings from YouTube of the
aforementioned meetings of Boyko Borisov. However, the textual content of the
information materials about these meetings is extremely laconic. And there are sev-
eral media outlets whose editorial policy is to publish very brief news items that are
practically unusable for the purposes of this article. This is the other reason for
choosing Mediapool and Sega, as the quotations written in the news text there are of
considerably greater length.

Borisov’s Populist Strategy in the First Stage of the Polit-
ical Crisis (16/04-11/05/2021)

The balance of forces in the National Assembly after the April 4th elections placed
GERB in a state of isolation. The party tried to prove that there was no real alternat-
ive to its political government’s achievements, although it was ready to participate in
some kind of ‘experts” Cabinet, without its leader being Prime Minister (Mediapool
2/04/2021). Boyko Borisov developed a discursive strategy consisting of three basic
clements: firstly, according to him, the country was faced with a political and health
crisis, and he was secking all possible ways out of it. Secondly, his enemies wished to
displace him from power, united only by their hatred towards him, since they did
not have any common political programme priorities that would help them form a
government. Thirdly, he considered that he had a wealth of political experience and,
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unlike the politicians from the other parties, he is a responsible person, appearing in
the role of mediator with a plan of how to deal with the crisis, as well as the neces-
sary professional experience and expertise.

In the last days of his term in office as Prime Minister, Boyko Borisov did not deviate
from the strategy he had used during his whole stay in power — a strategy that com-
bined the violation of institutional rules with the creation of an ‘image of the enemy’.

The actual onset of the crisis is considered to be April 16, when the National As-
sembly obliged the resigned but still acting prime minister to attend a parliamentary
hearing. Boyko Borisov, however, took leave, sending Deputy Prime Minister Tomis-
lav Donchev instead. GERB also prevented the hearing of the financial minister Kir-
il Ananiev by banging on the desks in the plenary hall. The disruption of parlia-
mentary procedure went further (Mediapool 16/04/2021b). We do not need to go
into detail here about some well-known instances, which indicated the development
of a deliberate strategy for parliamentary sabotage. Later, Boyko Borisov described
the intended hearing as an attempt on the part of the national representatives/MPs
to ‘hold a People’s Tribunal over him” (Mediapool 18/04/2021; Sega 18/04/2021a).
At the very beginning of the crisis one can notice the manifestation of the essence of
the GERB leader’s populist strategy. The constitutional procedure does not exempt
the resigned PM (Prime Minister) and his ministers from their obligations to take
part in the parliamentary control and to perform their functions until a new Cabinet
is chosen. Borisov’s manipulative interpretation is based on the suggestion that the
prerogatives of the legislative body were being substituted with those of the People’s
Tribunal — a repressive institution that has left dark traces in Bulgarian history. The
aim is to place ordinary institutional logic into the sphere of the extraordinary.
Boyko Borisov was trying to get ahead of events and to radicalise the situation, creat-
ing a sense of instability and chaos. This was the aim of the provoked disturbances.
Thus, responsibility is to be transferred onto the new ‘people in power’ even before
he himself (BB) has left office. GERB’s behavior during the parliamentary session is
part of a greater pattern, based on the use of similar strategic moves. We will give
additional examples of techniques directed at deepening the above-mentioned sense
of chaos and instability, including in our analysis the period between the elections
and the onset of the crisis.

Firstly, in order to highlight the incapacity of ITN, DB (‘Democratic Bulgaria’), and
IMV (literally ‘Rise up! Mobsters out!’) to form a coalition, Borisov offers ‘to lend
them 10 of his MPs on demand, who will back them up and will guarantee them a
parliamentary majority. The other alternative is ‘more chaos to be created, so the
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parties that would reject this proposal are ‘irresponsible™. This technique presupposes
that the combination of the anti-institutional and the discursive elements will lead to
a discrepancy between the meaning carried by the public message and the intended
practical result. The offer of ‘10 MPs on demand’ goes against any coalition logic, is
not based on any political principles, and cannot guarantee stability, because such
support would seem too insecure if not bound by the fulfilment of specific political
program engagements. It is a manifestation of demagoguery and cannot be rational-
ised outside the context of the opposition ‘us versus them’. The pattern is simple: ‘us’
refers to those able to take responsibility, to guarantee stability, to rule, to restore
order. Those referred to as ‘them’ are the exact opposite of ‘us’ — in this case ‘they’ are
‘irresponsible), ‘have the unfulfilled desire for more new elections, “ are unable to rule)
and ‘will plunge the country into chaos. And it is exactly to ‘them’ — this composite
image built up of the above-mentioned list of features — that Borisov addresses his
unconventional suggestion. It cannot be accepted the way it is formulated — as an
offer from the ‘responsible’ to the Grresponsible’ ones. The initial subtext creates a con-
tradiction between form and content. The form is manifested on a discourse level —
willingness for support is declared, aiming to provide order and stability. The con-
tent is a demonstration of the strategy for deepening the political crisis; the way this
offer is made, together with the political evaluations that accompany it, shows that
Borisov’s aim is not to help form a government, but to achieve exactly the opposite
of what he declares. This is a typical example of demagoguery, demonstrating how
the discourse serves as a means towards the realisation of the strategy.

Secondly, in order to prevent the thaos, GERB shows willingness to put up another
candidate for prime minister, different from Boyko Borisov. The dichotomy con-
cerning ‘stability’ is between constructiveness and destructiveness, between order
and chaos; it can be seen in the public statements and actions of other popular
GERB party figures (Mediapool 14/04/2021b). This technique is quite similar to
the previous one. In the foreground is again the opposition ‘us versus them) reflect-
ing both sides of the dichotomy. The new emphasis is on the leader’s charisma. He is
irreplaceable, and his party cannot be ignored since it is the key to finding a way out
of the crisis. And yet, Borisov steps back, gives up his claim to the premiership, gives

4“We bore the responsibility until the elections. From now on it’s my fellow politician Slavi Tri-
fonov’s turn zo take on his responsibility, since he has over half a million voters’; “They shouldn’t
desert or excuse themselves with the lack of enough votes. If they’re so much in need, I can offer
them 10 of my MPs to back them up on demand. For me it’s important that there is a stable
government in the country...New clections are not a viable solution. “We owe it to our voters to
suggest some variant to rule the country. I see blatant irresponsibility within the other political
parties.... ‘All anti-GERB parties have a chance to form a large majority in Parliament. If they
don’t do it, this would mean they wish to create chaos in the country, and that shows they’re un-
able to rule’ (Mediapool 7/04/2021a; Sega 7/04/2021).
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over the post to another figure that could attract additional support. Instability is
presented as an alternative to the failure of the first consultative mandate. In view of
the unwillingness of the other political parties to back up a government suggested by
GERB, the idea to compromise over the nomination could not contribute to lasting
political stability. This idea, however, was the only one that defined GERB’s vision
on how to form a stable government. The underlying message is that ‘we’ want stabil-
ity and are taking a big step back in order to achieve this, while ‘they’ are pushing the
country towards ‘chaos” and ‘crisis’ This suggestion is manipulative because it is based
on an initially wrong thesis for finding a way out of the critical situation, since
GERB is trying to present itself as part of the solution, while in fact it is part of the
problem.

Thirdly, Boyko Borisov gives up his seat in Parliament and his immunity and uses
this as a method to define the ‘image of the enemy’ and to idealise his own image
(Mediapool 8/04/2021c). This event, however, is more interesting in that it causes
institutional dysfunction. The former member of CIK (literally ‘Central Election
Commission’), Tsvetozar Tomoyv, thinks that Borisov’s decision is illegitimate. The
rules stipulate that he should first swear an oath as a member of parliament, and after
that submit his resignation from the institution he was chosen for. According to
Tomov, Borisov forces CIK to make yet another illegitimate decision that would
‘legalise an election fraud’ (Mediapool 8/04/2021b). The civil organisation BOETZ
(literally ‘Fighter’) challenged this resolution at the Supreme Administrative Court,
giving the following arguments to the press: ‘Borisov acted in the same illegitimate
way as Peevski® did in the European elections — he asked to be removed from the list
of candidates after the elections had already taken place and he had been chosen. He
has the right to do this, but only before the institution he was elected for (i.c., Par-
liament). ...Borisov and all the rest have the right to give up their seats in the Na-
tional Assembly — before Parliament, and after they have already sworn an oath as
MPs. Then, however, they have to give up their administrative posts as well — Prime
Minister, Mayor, Provincial Governor, etc. — because they cannot take both posi-
tions after their election was announced’ (Mediapool 10/04/2021b). We agree with
these two opinions, which state that Borisov violates institutional rules, taking into
account their accordance with the constitutional text. According to Article 72 from
the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria (Constitution of the Republic of Bul-
garia, promulgated in the State Gazette (SG), No. 56, of 13/07/1991):

(1) A Member’s prerogatives shall expire before the expiry of his term of office
upon any of the following occurrences:

5 Delyan Peevski is an MP from DPS (‘Movement for Rights and Freedom’), a political oligarch

with enormous influence over the judicial system, and a media magnate.
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1. resignation presented before the National Assembly;

2. entry into force of a final sentence imposing imprisonment for an
intentional criminal offence, or if the enforcement of the impris-
onment sentence has not been suspended;

3. establishment of ineligibility or incompatibility;
4. death.

(2) Cases referred to in items 1 and 2 shall require a resolution of the National
Assembly; cases referred to in item 3 shall require a ruling by the Constitu-
tional Court.

Consequently, in view of the already stated hypotheses, for his prerogatives to expire
before the expiry of his term of office as an MP, Boyko Borisov has to officially sub-
mit his resignation because in this case that is the only actual pre-condition accord-
ing to Article 72, paragraph 1 of the Bulgarian Constitution. Article 76, paragraph 2
obliges the national representatives to swear an oath at their inauguration (Constitu-
tion of the Republic of Bulgaria, promulgated in the State Gazette (SG), No. 56, of
13/07/1991). In no way can Borisov submit his resignation before being inaugur-
ated, and so, by filing his request to CIK (‘Central Election Commission’), he is ur-
ging the Commission to make an unconstitutional resolution. In this respect To-
mov’s statement that this decision is just illegitimate is not the whole truth — it goes
directly against the stipulations of the Constitution in the first place. This precedent
is the first one in a series of violations against the above-mentioned constitutional
texts.

Finally, Boyko Borisov refused to put up for voting in a plenary session a Cabinet of
Ministers with the first mandate because, if the other parliamentary groups are ‘sly
and mean enough’, they might back it up.¢ All this is a combination of contradictory
arguments ad hominem and reductio ad absurdum. Let us say it again: according to
Borisov, going for a provisional government would mean ‘cowardice and irresponsib-
ility’; only a Cabinet formed by GERB could stop the ‘chaos’ in the country; and it
needs the votes of the other parliamentary groups; however, if they are ‘sly and
mean;, they might support it. This tautology illustrates the logical nonsense through
which Borisov in practice makes the situation absurd. On the one hand, GERB’s

6“They will hold us for 4 years and torment us as they please. They could make you stay there from
9 am until as late as they want, every single day; they can’t make me stay there, however” T'm
addressing all those who say they won’t make a coalition: If you go on to form a provisional
government, that would mean you are irresponsible and cowardly’ (Sega 20/04/2021).
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wish to form a government cannot be realised, and, on the other, GERB refrains
from proposinga Cabinet for fear of it being approved.

The quotations below are from an event in Sofiamed Infirmary, where the hospital-
ised Borisov announced the members of his Cabinet. This event was broadcast live
on Facebook, which meant they were seeking a direct connection with the electorate
without the mediation of the mass media. Borisov demonstrated his neglect of the
institutional significance of this specific political act by using some totally inappro-
priate language.” The journalist Nikolai Ivanov thinks that ‘Borisov completely de-
values the premiership position, and by not appearing in front of the national repres-
entatives again disregards Parliament.” This is a confrontational strategy, aiming to
highlight the impossibility of any constructive interaction (Ivanov 21/04/2021).
Nikolai Ivanov clearly outlined Borisov’s attitude towards the institutions of the ex-
ecutive and legislative power as a whole, towards himself as a resigned PM, towards
the ministers and the national representatives. Undoubtedly, thanks to him the cur-
rent situation verges on the absurd, and his statements concerning his opponents are
tull of ad hominem arguments. As mentioned before, Boyko Borisov often accuses
the other parties of behaving irresponsibly. At the same time, in his public appear-
ance described above, he did not demonstrate any willingness to take on political
responsibility and to put an end to the crisis. This performance of the GERB leader
casts doubt on his sincere intentions to take any relevant institutional approach to-
wards finding an effective formula for a future Cabinet.

We must conclude, therefore, that for Borisov it is not so important that his mes-
sages are consistent — they could be constructive or destructive, logically justified, or
contradictory. What is more important is that the discourse serves his strategy ef-
fectively — a strategy which, at this initial stage, is not yet oriented towards gaining
and exercising power, but rather towards accentuating the other parties” inability to
offer a real alternative for the state government. A key factor in this process is the
positioning of the ‘enemy’ on this political scale, and inventing a number of con-
frontational techniques, which will be discussed below.

As in his previous years in politics, Borisov builds up ‘the image of the enemy’ on
three separate levels. The first one is personal: particular individuals are named who
do not have an action plan after GERB’s displacement from power; they are unable
to rule, and so are pushing the country towards elections and towards Rumen
Radev’s provisional government. Furthermore, this personification becomes a pre-
cursor to constructing a collective image of the amorality of the elite. This anti-estab-
lishment attitude is meanwhile combined with the opposition of ‘the people against

7‘I'm limping, but my mind is sound.’ ’Faster, please, *cos my legs are bleeding’ (Mediapool

20/04/2021b).
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the clite’ And finally, ‘the image of the enemy’ is embodied in certain political
parties. These three elements can hardly be separated from each other, since in most
cases they build up the overall frame of the discursive constructions. We could con-
tinue to list numerous quotations that prove the manifestation of this typical trend.
We will return to it further on in our exposition, but we have to specify at the very
beginning the essence of Borisov’s messages as part of his populist strategy. The mo-
tif of ‘amorality’ is present in various forms: The elite is corruptible and easily bought
off and is unable to live up to the expectations of the discontented citizens. DB (“Yes,
Bulgaria’) and Hristo Ivanov are blamed for their lack of integrity, their political
ambitions to seize power, and acting in cooperation with their main political rival
DPS (‘Movement for Rights and Freedom’) (Mediapool 18/04/2021; Sega
18/04/2021).

The aim of all manipulative techniques used by GERB is to suggest to the public that
all the party’s opponents are power-thirsty, incompetent, incapacitated, and unable
to rule. Boyko Borisov presents himself as the only real alternative for state gov-
ernance.’ There is a lot of data to prove that statement. Under these circumstances
we are faced with a methodological challenge — the dilemma is whether our analysis
should end here, or whether we should get bogged down in an endless list of identic-
al examples. Either of these options would break the structure of our exposition;
therefore we shall try to reduce the examples to a number which would allow us to
present the discursive strategy as a whole, avoiding redundant repetition.

Typical examples of constructing’ the image of the enemy’ on all three levels can be
found in different commentaries by Boyko Borisov on the actions of the President.10
According to the GERB leader’s interpretation, Rumen Radev collaborates with the
other political forces using illicit methods - lies, manipulation, blackmail... (Me-
diapool, 14/04/2021b). Borisov contrasts his own image to the image of those be-

8T admire young people, who are rebels and are always dissatisfied, because they want their life to
be better and better. But I'm truly sorry that they were used by the paid protestors so that the
old faces could get again in Parliament, or drive cars at the expense of the state’ (Mediapool
15/04/2021b). About the return of the unsuccessful mandate to form government: ‘If none of
the parties supports us, we'll return the mandate. And if they don’t form a government with
their 165 national representatives, this would mean they’re cowards, chickens!” (Sega
21/04/2021).

9“Is there anyone more experienced than me?” T'm fed up with always having to take the respons-
ibility myself” (Mediapool 6/04/2021).

10“Our voters want e, but I've always believed that “Union is Strength” It’s not right for me to
act like Radev - to divide the nation, because that’s exactly what he’s doing” (Mediapool
14/04/2021a).
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longing to the elite — he works towards uniting the nation and urges the other
parties to behave ‘responsibly’; while the President divides the nation and aims to
plunge the country into ‘chaos’ by calling extraordinary general elections and ap-
pointing a provisional government. The parties ‘don’t have the right to desert” from
their responsibility (Mediapool 14/04/2021a). Here we can see a complex combina-
tion of several indicators of populism: firstly, the defamation war is waged on the
politicians, so they are identified as ‘the image of the enemy’. Secondly, the results of
the elections are interpreted as the common will of the people. Thirdly, the leader
identifies himself with this common will and justifies with it the opposition ‘the
people versus the elite’. In this way, the people’s will legitimises Borisov’s behavior as
morally appropriate and condemns the amorality of the clite. Moreover, this com-
mon will is related to the charisma of the leader; the people’s vote is the factor which
makes Borisov believe that he is recognised as the only possible prime minister, and
which urges him to give up this post voluntarily so as to facilitate the reaching of an
agreement between the parties. Another aspect is Borisov’s disregard of the institu-
tions as an instrument for taking legitimate decisions, since the regular parliament-
ary procedure of accepting the government’s resignation is treated as an act of ‘per-
sonal revenge” of ‘spite’ and ‘vendetta’ (Sega, 18/04/2021a). Then comes the indic-
ator of anti-partisanship, which in this case is manifested through the discursive cat-
egory ‘avoidance of responsibility’ and is closely connected with outlining ‘the image
of the enemy’, since it goes against the common will of the people, defined as part of
the whole structure of the message. In other words, according to this structure, while
the people want Borisov for a prime minister, the parties do not support him, they
ignore the common will and are irresponsible; by contrast, GERB’s leader is ready to
compromise because he is responsible. This strategy is oriented not towards over-
coming the political crisis, but rather towards mobilising the electorate; the messages
are acceptable for them, but not for the representatives of the other political parties.

The tendencies outlined above in the discourse and strategy of Boyko Borisov re-
main constant till the end of the first stage in the development of the political crisis.
The conclusions drawn are similar and there is no need to repeat them. Therefore, we
will conclude the current passage with two key moments, which are chronologically
connected with the end of the first stage of the crisis. They concern Borisov’s reac-
tions after the failure of ITN’s consultative mandate to form a government, as well as
his last day of premiership before the appointment of the provisional government.
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When Trifonov returned the mandate, Borisov angrily remarked, “Why can’t they
rule with a majority of 165 MPs?’11 This quotation shows the consistency of the
populist messages and could serve as an illustrative example supporting a big part of
our previous conclusions. Let us summarise: GERB’s hetcrogeneous parliamentary
opposition is presented as a monolithic structure, which is trying to plunge the
country into chaos, is afraid to take up political responsibility for the future govern-
ment, enters into underhand dealings with the President, has no well-prepared ex-
perts, and cannot form a cabinet. What Borisov is trying to suggest is that he and his
party are the only alternative: each of the discursive categories used to outline ‘the
image of the enemy’ has its direct opposite on the abstract level of the proposed al-
ternative solutions — the chaos is transformed into order; against the coward stands
the sensible man; the accusatory claims of avoidance of responsibility and lack of
knowledgeable experts are based on the grounds of GERB’s twelve-year experience
in political government, which provided it with the necessary expertise.

The picture outlined in Boyko Borisov’s statement on his last working day as Prime
Minister is identical to the one we examined in the previous example. The additional
nuances supplement the content with populist discursive categories, but that does
not change the meaningful essence of our theses.12 The following parallels could be
made between the two quotations, thus producing a kind of inner dialogue between
these two public monologues: ‘the easiest thing is to organise protests’ (Mediapool
11/05/2021), but on the other hand, ‘the person who stands and lets people throw
eggs at him is the sensible one’ (Mediapool 26/04/2021; Sega 26/04/2021). The
heterogeneous majority of 165 MPs is ascribed the characteristics of a homogenous
entity. There is also the recurrent motif of the lack of expertise in contrast to GERB’s

11 “Todor Jivkov himself had never had such support. I was eager to see their experts and minis-
ters... Nobody forces them to avoid responsibility. To be cowards. That’s what I call “a political
coward”. Someone who stands before the people and lets them throw eggs at him is not a cow-
ard - he is a sensible man. A coward is the one who, having the support of 165 MPs, says that
they’re not enough and that he needs 240 (the total number of MPs in the Bulgarian Parlia-
ment)... Slavi Trifonov lied to the people and now he will waste two more months for the
country playing his tricks... Or they’re playing some game with Radev in order to keep the
country in a state of chaos’ (Mediapool 26/04/2021a; Sega 26/04/2021).

12 GERB’s leader combines the unification of the people’s will with a conflicting discourse, which
finds its expression in the form of an appeal for humbleness: ‘If the people’s votes are similar,
this time we shouldn’t be in a state of extreme hostility to each other. God said, “Love thine
enemy!” Be humble, let’s be constructive. Nothing so extraordinary has happened; we worked
till the very last day; the others also showed what they can do in parliament. If the outcome of
the elections is the same, are we going again to discuss who we can do it with and who we can’t?

This will be detrimental for the country’ (Mediapool 11/05/2021).
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large working experience. The phrase ‘...we worked till the very last day, the others
also showed what they can do in parliament’ (Mediapool 11/05/2021) is in direct
semantic correlation with the following fragment from a previous statement: “Why
can’t they rule with 165 MPs?’ (Mediapool 26/04/2021; Sega 26/04/2021). While
in the first quotation the extraordinary general elections plunge the country into
‘chaos), in the second they will be ‘detrimental’ for it. The message is clear and con-
sistent, and it confirms the conclusion that Boyko Borisov’s strategic aim is to come
back to power, and the instrument for its achievement is the populist discourse. The
main emphasis in it is placed on outlining ‘the image of the enemy), with the help of a
number of similar manipulative techniques.

Conclusion

Boyko Borisov’s populist strategy in the initial period of the development of the
political crisis has several classical features because GERB’s leader is pursuing his
main aim to take over again the executive power in the country. The article has illus-
trated in an empirical way the correlation between the strategy and the discourse.
From the empirical examples provided at the end of the analysis, it is clear that this is
not a strategy that aims to benefit from political dialogue: on the contrary, it builds
on radical confrontation to destroy dialogue, to deepen the crisis, to cause institu-
tional dysfunction, to cause an erosion of the entire political system, and thus to lead
to a situation in which Boyko Borisov’s party will gain an electoral and strategic ad-
vantage that will allow it to prevail over the other parties, to control the entire state
power, and to regain the position of political hegemon. Borisov finds ‘the image of
the enemy’ in each of GERB’s opponents — the parties of the 2020 protest, their
leaders, the President, and the ministers from the provisional governments. The dis-
course is confrontational and radically polarising — everything achieved by GERB is
constructive, positive, brings order and stability; every action taken by the oppon-
ents of GERB and of Borisov himself is destructive, negative, creates chaos and in-
stability. If we have to give a general summary, we could say that Boyko Borisov’s
populist discourse is constructed around the dichotomies ‘order—chaos” and ‘stabil-
ity—devastation’; while the use of manipulative techniques, also based on the same
dichotomies, is part of his winning strategy, which, in the row of extraordinary gen-
eral elections accompanying the development of the crisis, helped the party leader to
realise a whole series of successful populist mobilisations. This strategy is in its turn
profoundly anti-institutional and anti-pluralistic because the personalist populist
leader presents himself and his party as the only legitimate political alternative
(which is above all rules, all institutions, all other political formations), and in this
way it rejects all options for parliamentary collaboration to overcome the crisis.
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Abstract: This paper explores how local civil society organisations respond to populist politics’
use of national nostalgia and the extent to which they replicate or resist its exclusionary dis-
courses. Setting out our theoretical framework by drawing on the literature on the relationship
between populism and nostalgic nationalism as well as previous studies on how civil society en-
counters populism, this study introduces a typology of how civil society organisations respond to
populist rhetoric, and distinguishes between victims, vehicles, replicators, and resistors. A media
analysis of 564 news articles was undertaken to examine instances of local polarisation in the UK
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which arose from national discourses of division around national identity, ‘race} religion, and
immigration. This was supplemented with semi-structured interviews with key representatives
from civil society groups identified as pivotal case studies. To illustrate the findings, four case stud-
ies are presented in two pairs. The first pair represents heritage organisations that sought to engage
in dialogue around the complexity of Britain’s past but found themselves in contention with nos-
talgic populist ideas. The second pair represents organisations that sought to advance inclusion by
incorporating discourses of diversity and equality into existing dialogues of Britishness. This study
demonstrates that the different ways of interacting with nostalgia around nationalism can cause
civil society organisations to become victims, vehicles, replicators, or resistors of polarisation but
that these categories are not mutually exclusive, with many civil society organisations finding
themselves in multiple roles as their own dialogues respond to populist discourse which may incur
backlash. Care and critical engagement are needed, though these do not inoculate civil society
from being targeted, and yet there is hope for a path of resistance.

Keywords: Populism, Polarisation, Nationalism, Nostalgia, Civil Society, Discourse

Introduction

How best to negotiate polarised discourses is one of the more pressing challenges
facing civil society in Britain today. In this article we seek to explore how civil society
organisations have approached this challenge, focusing on divisions over the best
way to understand and interpret British identity and history. We argue that the im-
pact of nostalgia combined with a rise in far-right populism has exacerbated these
divisions. We therefore seck to answer the question ‘how do local civil society organ-
isations respond to populist politics’ use of national nostalgia, and to what extent do
they replicate or resist its exclusionary discourses?” To answer this, we analyse two
pairs of case studies. The role of nostalgia in interpreting Britain’s past is explored
through an examination of the divisions that surrounded the National Trust’s work
to acknowledge their properties’ histories of slavery and colonialism, and also
through a study of Bristol's M Shed Museum’s work to preserve and display the city’s
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statue of slave-trader and philanthropist, Edward Colston. The second pair of case
studies focuses on the role of nostalgia in constructions of British identity, specific-
ally as it relates to diversity. The organisations discussed are One Britain One Na-
tion, and the backlash to their attempt to have One Britain One Nation Day celeb-
rated in British schools, and British Future, with its aims to engage people and the
media in dialogues about integration, immigration, identity, and race.

In connecting polarisation in our case studies with the deployment of populist dis-
courses, we differentiate the cases from other conflicts that are driven more around,
for example, issues of resource allocation, economic interests, labour relations, envir-
onmental management, or land use. Populism is an ambiguous and contested
concept, and we take an ideational approach, understanding populism as a discourse
or worldview that is expressed through the use of certain tropes and rhetoric (Mor-
gan 2022; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). At its core, populist discourse appeals to
‘the people’ in opposition to an ‘clite), but Bruhn (2012) claborates further key at-
tributes of populist rhetoric, including references to the moral superiority of the
‘people; claims to represent an ‘unheard’ group, references to a corrupt elite, suspi-
cion of established institutions, calls for the purification and transformation of pub-
lic life, demands for popular sovereignty and plebiscitary decision-making, identific-
ation of causes and candidates with the ‘people’ and presentation of qualifications in
moral terms, and the characterisation of politics in conflictual or Manichean frames.

Approaching populism in this way has several implications for our study. First, pop-
ulist discourse is always polarising as it requires there to be an ‘us’ and a ‘them’” and
reinforces identification with the in-group and rejection of the out-group. While
populism primarily opposes ‘elites;, it can also target and vilify subordinate groups
that are constructed to be outside ‘the people’ and who may be perceived to be fa-
voured by the elite. Second, although not all populism is nationalist, the tendency in
many cases to define ‘the people” in terms of national identity elides the two (Bieber
2018). Third, claims to moral superiority are frequently founded on representations
of ‘the people’ adhering to traditional values that have been abandoned by the elite,
thus drawing on nostalgia, with the aim of populist politics positioned as a restora-
tion of an imagined past (Kenny 2017; Lammers and Baldwin 2020). Fourth, in an
ideational perspective, populist discourse is not the preserve of particular parties or
candidates but is routinely mobilised in all aspects of public life, including in civil
society. Accordingly, this paper contrasts with studies of populism that are con-
cerned with electoral politics by focusing on civil society as an arena in which popu-
lism and polarisation are articulated and contested.

This paper begins with a review of extant literature around nostalgia and nationalism
against the backdrop of populist discourses, before progressing to examine different
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ways that civil society organisations might respond to national populist rhetoric,
which leads to the introduction of a typology of civil society responses under the
headings: victims, vehicles, replicators, and resistors. A brief overview of the research
methods is then provided before our analysis of both sets of case studies is presented.
The paper closes by revisiting the typology in the light of these findings. It then
draws conclusions on how attempts to engage with identity symbols associated with
national nostalgia to promote inclusive dialogue must be done carefully and critic-
ally or civil society runs the risk of being a victim of populist condemnation, co-op-
ted as a vehicle for populist ideas or being perceived as a replicator of populist rhet-
oric.

Literature Review

National nostalgia and nostalgic nationalism

Over the last couple of decades national nostalgia has become a powerful political
force across the Global North. National nostalgia is chiefly characterised by a senti-
mental longing for a period when a nation is believed to have been somehow better
than the present (Behler et al. 2021, 2-3). There is no need for individuals to have
first-hand experience of this time to experience nostalgia; It is enough to be in pos-
session of memories which have been passed down (Smecekes et al. 2020, 91; Behler
ct al. 2021, 2). Thus, nostalgia hinges on an idealised imagined past which is distor-
ted with each remembering and retelling (Menke and Wulf 2021, 239). Con-
sequently, the exact period in which this idealised past is supposed to have taken
place is rarely clear. Instead, there are a set of tropes which collectively constitute this
imagined past, often centring on a ‘golden age’ of community. Neighbourhoods are
remembered as secure places where the community resources of ‘kin, cliques and
church” were pooled to support people in hardship (Popple 2015, 12; Wacquant
2007, 71; Schreures 2020). A nostalgia for community and the imperative to restore
community is thus a feature of populist discourses sitting alongside nostalgic nation-
alism (Richards, 2019). The nostalgic conception of an English community is a trope
that has been fostered by conservative politicians to secure popular support through
nurturing a homogenous sense of identity that can be traced back to the early twen-
tieth century (Woods 2005). Now, the support for community and the local is cent-
ral to contemporary right-wing populism and tied to a suspicion of globalisation
that feeds the narrative of nationalism (Ife 2021). Consequently, local and national
identities overlap, with this nostalgic view of local communities central to the char-
acter of the nation as a whole.

National nostalgia can have positive effects. As a shared emotion it helps to
strengthen social connections and reduce anxiety, acting as a collective coping mech-
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anism (Smeckes et al. 2020, 91; Smeckes 2015, 54). As such, it is commonly experi-
enced as a response to feeling either culturally or economically threatened (Baldwin
et al. 2018, 443). However, this strengthening of group identity usually comes at the
expense of an out-group to whom the cultural and/or economic threat is attributed,
and who are not perceived to have been a problem in the idealised past to which the
nostalgia harks back (Butz and Yogeeswaran 2011). In the face of constant socictal
crises, people are increasingly being drawn to groupthink perpetuating homogenous
communities (Westoby 2021). Right-wing populism often casts the category of ‘de-
serving people’ as ‘left behind’ communities, who are cast in opposition to those por-
trayed as ‘outsiders, thereby promoting anti-immigrant prejudice and intolerance
towards refugees and migrants (Kenny et al. 2021; Goodman 2021). Thus, national
nostalgia has also been proven to deepen social divisions and increase prejudice

(Smeckes and Verkuyten 2014; Smeekes 2015, 64).

Populist and right-wing political parties frequently generate and exploit feelings of
national nostalgia invoking its power to unite (in-)groups to increase support. This is
a successful tactic, with high levels of nostalgia correlating with increased support
for populist and/or right-wing parties and campaigns (Menke and Wulf 2021, 238;
Smeckes et al. 2020, 98). Through this process what begins as national nostalgia be-
comes politicised into nostalgic nationalism. As Zygmunt Bauman noted, societal
change combined with a sense of nationalism creates a longing for a (non-existent)
utopia of the past — Bauman’s retrotopia — which lends itself to a tribalised ‘us vs.
them’ way of thinking (2017). This can be observed in recent political campaign
rhetoric in the UK. A well-known example is the 2016 Brexit campaign slogan,
“Take Back Control” in which the implication is that Britain had once had control

and subsequently lost it to the detriment of the nation (Lammers and Baldwin
2020).

With community a cornerstone of such ideas, how civil society acts at the local level
has the potential to mirror the ‘us’ and ‘them’ narratives seen in exclusionary nostal-
gic nationalism discourses at the national level. This raises the question of how local
civil society responds to the exclusionary discourses of populism, which is con-
sidered below.

Civil society responses to populism and polarisation

Civil society organisations that are rights-based and conflict with the populist right’s
ideology can find themselves targeted by populist discourses. This leads to their per-
secution by politicians and/or in the media, exclusion from policy influencing
spaces, and the defunding of their work (Seggato et al. 2022). Targeted organisations
are usually rights-based (ibid.), but other organisations can also find themselves
treated this way. Right-wing populists have vilified these civil society organisations as
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naive, corrupt, unpatriotic, or working against the national common good (Hummel
2022). They may attempt to silence such organisations by describing them as too
political or questioning their charitable status (ibid.). Individual civil society organ-
isations may respond to being targeted by redefining themselves in line with populist
discourses to evidence their patriotism and demonstrate how rooted they are within
their communities (Jakatyerina 2021). They may also respond to persecutory prac-
tices through the development of strategic lobbying or media competence (Katz and
Gidron 2022). Further study is needed to understand how civil society organisations
respond when they are the target of politicians or the media (victim).

When civil society groups are persecuted by populist governments, they may be re-
placed by government support for organisations that are either neutral or advancing
values that align with the populist right, particularly religious or family values, na-
tionalist values, or those that promote a nostalgic view of what qualities constitute
‘good society’ such as diligence, punctuality and duty (Saggato et al. 2022; Gaweda
2021; Schreoder et al. 2023). Funding may be diverted to these replacement organ-
isations and opportunities for collaboration presented, so that the relationship
between populist governments and these civil society organisations is two-sided and
mutually constitutive (Salamon and Toepler 2015; Toepler 2020). Even apolitical
civil society institutions can be adopted by the far right and populist right to ad-
vance their ideology and build a network of their supporters under the veneer of
neutral centrism (Ince 2023). Some civil society organisations can become a symbol
of populist discourses without secking to occupy this space (Dean 2020). Further
research is needed to examine the extent that civil society organisations either act-
ively engage with populist ideology (replicator) or find themselves co-opted by pop-
ulist discourses (vehicle).

Although civil society is often assumed to be ‘upright’ and ‘noble; the values it em-
bodies vary between organisations. There are cases where collective actions can be
used for ill instead of good, such as those associated with the Rwandan genocide
(Edwards 2014, 52). While there are clear cases of bad actors, there is an emerging
literature about the ‘uncivil society’ (Schroeder et al. 2022). This is a contentious
term, but Seggato et al. (2022) defines it as those groups that reject deliberative pro-
cesses to give all a voice, and which use othering to obliterate adversarial groups with
unfettered political power ascribed to their own constituency. Similar attention is
given amongst social movement theorists to an emerging range of protest groups
that are driving polarisation and challenging the assumption that social movements
are always progressive (Hutter and Weisskircher 2022). Yet it is important to draw a
distinction between those ‘uncivil’ organisations that seck to advance divisive lan-
guage and those that are unwittingly adopted by populist politics.
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Notwithstanding the increased attention on uncivil society, civil society is being
identified as a site for confronting and standing in opposition to far-right populism
(resistors) (Ife 2021; Popple 2021). Social movement theorists have highlighted the
way that social movements can resist populism through protest (Pennucci 2023).
Similarly, theorists have identified how independent civil society activity at a com-
munity level can promote solidarities and provide a bulwark against populist exclu-
sionary discourses (Kenny 2021; Kenny et al. 2021). Community development the-
orists have led the calls for practitioners to adopt activities that challenge populist
ideas, organise for social and political change, connect with wider movements and/
or break down barriers by encouraging dialogue between groups with differing ideas
(Kenny 2021). Thus, some civil society leaders adopt the role of peacebuilding with a
series of stages for cross-community activity to build trust (Acheson and Milofsky
2011; Rice et al. 2021). The increased interest in the use of meaningful exchanges
between people who are in different forms of ‘conflict’ with each other in order to
build understanding has driven the emergence of dialogue studies scholarship (Els-
den-Baker 2013). This notwithstanding, dialogue studies must not presuppose that
dialogue is inherently positive and a critical eye should be applied to understanding
potential negative impacts of such dialogue (ibid.). Some theorists reject the idea
that it is possible to create meaningful dialogue with proponents of populist ideas
(Ife 2021). Correspondingly, civil society may be intolerant of populist ideas and
suspend civility towards its supporters, which contrasts with more tolerant responses
to populism (Bourne 2023). Civil society’s preparedness to engage in dialogue with
both sides to resolve tensions warrants further examination.

Some scholars propose that not all forms of populism are problematic, maintaining
that left-wing populism has a more inclusive notion of ‘the people’ which embraces
the outgroups that right-wing populism excludes (Westoby 2021; Popple 2021; and
Kwok-kin et al. 2021). Stoecker and Witkovsky (2021) differentiate between exclu-
sionary or inclusionary populism outside of the right/left wing distinction, which
raises the question of whether it is possible to adopt populist tropes, such as nostal-
gic nationalism, in a way that is inclusionary. An alternative consideration is the ex-
tent to which civil society secks to subvert populist movements. Westoby (2021)
discusses how the language of anger and outrage can be channelled for the common
good in community settings. Van Den Abbeele (2019) explores the extent to which
left-wing politics can wrestle the discourses of populism from the far right and find
language that appeals to their traditional base when they have shifted towards right-
wing populist rhetoric. What these accounts have in common is their willingness to
adopt populist discourses and subvert them towards a different agenda. This war-
rants scrutiny of the discourses found within civil society which might also be mak-
ing use of populist discourses to advance an inclusive agenda. Yet other theorists
warn against seeking to engage with populist discourses because of its fundamental-
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ist tendencies to advance one perspective, often to support a charismatic leader, and
to suppress dialogue or compromise (Ife 2021). Dialogue theorists have warned of
the cosmetic exercise of dialogue where the language of dialogue is used to conceal a
very different agenda (Camilleri 2016).

This paper synthesises the above literature to consider the following research ques-
tion: how do local civil society organisations respond to populist politics use of na-
tional nostalgia and to what extent do they replicate or resist its exclusionary dis-
courses?

Research Methods

We began this research by developing a basic framework of polarising dynamics re-
lated to populist discourses based on our extensive literature review. We then used
this framework to conduct an extensive media analysis of news articles dealing with
recent instances of local polarisation in the UK which arose from national discourses
of division around issues such as national identity, race’ equality immigration and
islamophobia. 564 relevant pieces of media coverage were analysed. Through this, we
identified a set of incidents and civil society responses that had featured in the news
which were expanded into a set of case studies in order to further examine the polar-
ising dynamics identified in our conceptual framework. Key individuals who were
involved in these incidents or civil society responses were identified through the me-
dia analysis. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with these individuals to
find out further details of what caused these issues to become so divisive, how this
has affected communities, and how each civil society organisation or group chose to
respond to it. These interviewees were approached through online communications
with the civil society groups or organisations to which they belonged. Potential in-
terviewees were sent information about the research, its aims and why their contri-
bution would be valuable with the consent forms via e-mail. All interviews took
place online because pandemic restrictions were still in place. For the purposes of
this paper, we are presenting the case studies that relate primarily to national identity
but also touch on dynamics of race, religion, and immigration. These include the
National Trust, M Shed, One Britain One Nation, and British Future. We conduc-
ted six interviews across these four focus organisations, to supplement the media
analysis. These interviews were then transcribed.

All four of these case study organisations were responding to societal divisions. All
four organisations were also selected because they had dealt with contentious events
in the national public discourses. Each of them to a greater or lesser extent engaged
in a form of dialogue in response to these contentious matters, whether at a local
level or through engaging with the media. While only some of them could be de-
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scribed as engaging in ‘localised community level conflict resolution’ (Elsden-Baker
2013, 32) it could be argued that all four of these civil society responses accord with
the definition of dialogue:

the meaningful interaction and exchange between individuals and/or
people of different groups (social, cultural, political and religious)
who come together through various kinds of conversations or activit-
ies with a view to increased understanding. (Elsden-Baker 2013, 30)

However, the main contribution this article makes to dialogue studies is to demon-
strate the methodological groundwork that needs to be done to understand ante-
cedents of such dialogues. As Carbaugh (2013) explains, to expose the significance
of dialogue, we must examine prior utterances and the layers of cultural meaning. In
so doing, we can situate knowledge in the flow of social practice (ibid., 20). A readi-
ness to revisit history is a critical value of the dialogical mindset (Camilleri 2016).
Thus, this paper exemplifies the groundwork that dialogue studies should do to pull
out these many layers of meaning. In this study, this began by uncovering the layers
of meaning that have been built up by theorists in different disciplines, with the de-
velopment of the conceptual framework. The testing of these different conceptual
ideas against public discourses through media analysis allowed for a convergence of
theoretical and socio-cultural practices. Thus, we demonstrate how we can apply
theory to practice, and ultimately utilise practice in the development of theory (Els-
den-Baker 2013). It is important to note that while the field of dialogue studies is
primarily concerned with face-to-face verbal exchange, it can also refer to writing,
including newsprint (Carbaugh 2013,15). This media analysis allows us to access the
macro-level discourses that are part of the wider societal geo-political and cultural
drivers for conflict (Elsden-Baker 2013). Finally, we extend our analysis of these lay-
ers of meaning by conducting interviews with key protagonists engaged in the civil
society activity that is being reported in these media reports to drill down to the nes-
ted meanings in practice. Before dialogue can progress, we must first acknowledge
the monologic convictions of the people in conflict (Arnett 2014), so these inter-
views enable us to do this. All of this collectively allows us to understand dialogue
use at a societal level as much as at an individual level to reveal the culturally embed-
ded assumptions; this is required if dialogue is to be used as a tool for reconciliation
(Nagau-Rothe 2015). The contribution this article makes to dialogue studies meth-
odology is to offer a multi-layered analysis of the striations of meaning that underpin
conflict in local settings; this analysis can then inform our understanding of dialogic
interventions that then follow.

A selection of the media data (205 news reports) and all the interview data were
coded using NVivo. The analytical framework was developed iteratively, building on
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concepts from our extensive literature review and using both discourse analysis and
thematic analysis to extend the coding frame and arrive at a rich conceptual under-
standing. The existing literature discussed above suggests that the ways that civil so-
ciety organisations respond to polarising rhetoric can be categorised into archetypes.
We began to see these in evidence in the initial analysis of our case study data, and so
we created the following typology to categorise these responses:

1. Victims: organisations which find themselves targeted as a result of polarisa-
tion or populism.

2. Vehicles: organisations that are co-opted to further one side of a polarising
issue.

3. Replicators: organisations that are explicitly aligned with one side of a po-
larising issue and intend to further it. They form part of the growing under-
standing of ‘uncivil society’

4. Resistors: organisations which either explicitly distance themselves from
populist discourse or subvert such discourse to counter polarisation.

In the sections which follow we apply these categories to our data to discover how
they relate to our case studies. This typology is expanded on as an analytical tool in
the discussion beyond that.

Our typology is intended to develop understanding of the way that civil society or-
ganisations respond to polarisation, and populist attitudes. While polarisation is
often driven by populism, this is not always the case. In this article, however, the po-
larisation which surrounds our two pairs of case studies arises out of identifiably
populist attitudes towards Britain’s past. This means that our analyses reveal how
they are affected by and respond to polarisation and populism; in this specific cir-
cumstance the two are inextricably linked.

Preserving the Past: M Shed and the National Trust

Events

In March 2020, countries around the world entered lockdown in response to the
Covid-19 pandemic. In the UK, restrictions were placed on travel, social distancing
enforced, and large gatherings banned. It was in this already fractious situation that
the 2020 Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests took place. On 25 May, George Floyd,
a Black American, was murdered by a white Minneapolis police officer. His death
sparked protests across the globe, as Black communities and their allies defied lock-
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down restrictions to call for an end to racial discrimination and violence. On 7 Jun
2020, BLM protestors in Bristol pulled down a statue of the Georgian slave-trader
and philanthropist Edward Colston from its plinth in the town centre and dragged
it through the streets before pushing it into Bristol Harbour (Grimshaw 2020; BBC
2020). This action sent shockwaves across Britain (and beyond), as people re-evalu-
ated the country’s relationship with its colonial past. In Bristol, where Colston’s
memory was a significant presence, streets and buildings commemorating him were
renamed (Cork and Roig 2021). There was a backlash against the removal of the
statue and the BLM protest itself, and a retaliatory ‘All Lives Matter’ protest took
place a week later (Wilson and King 2020).

Tensions around the treatment of Britain’s colonial heritage were still running high
three months later when the National Trust published a report detailing their prop-
erties’ connections with colonialism and slavery (Huxtable et al. 2020, 5-6). With
this, the Trust inadvertently tapped into the tensions that had emerged around the
removal of Colston’s statue. At the same time, the Trust’s actions were themselves
shaped by these events, as one interviewee commented:

I think the thing is, the Black Lives Matter movement and George
Floyd thing, that wasn’t, that didn’t just happen. That’s the top of
years and years of this building. So, you know, the National Trust has
been on the same trajectory. It’s been years and years of this building,
and it all just sort of came to a head.” (Participant 14, National Trust)

The National Trust had been working for some time on developing a more inclusive
approach to the interpretation of their properties and artefacts. As one employee
noted, ‘we had been doing work around this openly for quite a few years prior to
2020’ (Participant 11, National Trust). In 2019 the Colonial Countryside project at
Penrhyn Castle worked with local school children to develop creative responses to
the legacies of colonialism present in the property. The Trust had also done a large
amount of training and development with staff and volunteers to explore the issues
of Britain’s colonial heritage and ensure they were equipped to deal with them ap-
propriately. While there had been a small public pushback against this before 2020,
it was only then that this became significant.

In June 2021, a year after Bristol's BLM protest, the recovered statue of Edward Col-
ston was placed on display in Bristol's M Shed Museum. It formed the centrepiece of
a temporary exhibition entitled “The Colston statue: What next?’ This exhibition
was a collaboration between the M Shed and the newly established We Are Bristol
History Commission, created by Bristol Mayor, Marvin Rees, in the wake of the
statue’s removal. The exhibition ran at the same time as a large-scale survey which
invited Bristol residents to share their views on what should happen to the statue in
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future, with the majority feeling that it should remain in a museum (though there
was a small but vocal minority, mainly from outside Bristol, who wished to see the
statue returned to its plinth) (Cole et al. 2022).

Intentions

The events surrounding the National Trust and M Shed’s work form part of what
have come to be colloquially known as ‘culture wars’: arguments (usually online or in
the media) over identity and values (Benson et al. 2021). In both cases tension arose
from a divide in opinions on what colonial heritage symbolises. The Colston statue
was perceived by the BLM protestors to be honouring an oppressive regime and
glorifying Bristol’s slave trading past, while those who wanted to save the statue saw
it as commemorating Colston’s philanthropic work, and central to Bristol's identity
(Branscombe 2021, 8; Cole et al. 2022, 50). The National Trust was in a similar situ-
ation, with their properties seen as either physical legacies of Britain’s colonial his-
tory or positive reminders of Britain’s historical significance.

One of the main goals of the M Shed’s exhibition and the National Trust’s work was
to create space for conversations about contentious aspects of the past and their
place in the future. These represent clear cases of dialogic intervention. As one inter-
viewee explained:

“We had set up a series of conversations, for staft and volunteers where
we'd bring in a visiting expert whod been doing a bit of research or
something [....] it was an open, safe forum for staft and volunteers, to
ask questions and to discuss the histories [...] because there's so many
things like, you know, what is the right language to use? What are the
right words? Are we allowed to say this? Is this ok, is it not? Who is
going to find this offensive? Or, you know, this is what I think or be-
lieve or held to be true, but it seems to be perhaps not true. Can you
help me with that? So, we set up those, they were kind of one-hour,
late afternoon workshops with a panad?, so that people could just talk
and feel safe, that they weren’t going to be challenged or knocked
back in any way and with an expert or two in the room to try and
help, as well’ (Participant 15, National Trust).

Likewise, the M Shed’s exhibition was intended to be ‘a springboard to then starting
those conversations about how people felt about it, and what it represented and all
these sort of issues’ (Participant 16, M Shed).

3 Cup of tea or coffee (Welsh)
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Using heritage as a springboard for conversation marks a dramatic shift in the way
Britain’s imperial history is treated. Where once the narrative was one of honouring
the contributions of colonialism and empire, in its place is an opportunity for more
nuanced reflection on these stories. Thus, they both exhibited the three values critic-
al to the dialogical mindset, which is the acceptance of difference in opinions, the
creation of a space for mutual listening, and a readiness to revisit history (Camelleri
2016). By using heritage as a gateway to conversation and change, the M Shed and
the National Trust can be seen as attempting to resist the polarising effects of nation-
al nostalgia. Their interpretations create space to reconcile both sides of the narrative
— or at least they attempted to do so.

Backlash

The National Trust faced significant backlash to its work on histories of colonialism,
as did the BLM protestors who removed Colston’s statue, and the M Shed for its
exhibition interpretation. In the M Shed’s case popular protest transformed into
organised opposition, with the (now defunct) right-wing activist group Save Our
Statues created in response to the events surrounding Colston’s statue (Scullion
2020). When the M Shed exhibition opened Save Our Statues encouraged people to
block-book tickets to prevent people from visiting the statue (Martin 2021;
Pritchard-Jones 2021). Likewise, the Trust’s actions were met with hostility from
National Trust members, politicians, and the wider public. News sites ran articles
with inflammatory titles like ‘National Witch-hunt: Some of Britain’s grandest fam-
ilies have bequeathed their homes to the National Trust — now hijacked by the PC
mob’ (Adams 2020), and ‘National Trust “used £100,000 of public money” to fund
campaign ATTACKING Britain’ (Maddox 2021). Discontented Trust members
responded to the inclusivity work by starting the Restore Trust, which aims [t]o
restore a sense of welcome for all visitors without demonising anyone’s history or
heritage) and [t]o present history responsibly and use it as a tool for understanding,
not as a revisionistic weapon’ (Restore Trust, no date (a)). As well as extensive cam-
paigning via social media and news outlets, Restore Trust has pushed for resolutions
at the National Trust’s AGM, and promoted sympathetic council candidates (Re-
store Trust, no date (b); Restore Trust, no date (c)).

Nostalgia is, as explained earlier, a coping mechanism utilised in response to a sense
of group threat. Threats to identity produce a powerful response, especially when
they produce a sense of ‘collective discontinuity’ whereby people feel that their iden-
tity has been coopted to mean something different from its previous meaning
(Smecekes and Verkuyten 2014, 45; Smecekes et al. 2022, 3). In Bristol the protestors
were seen to be imposing their own version of history (one where Edward Colston
was seen primarily as a slave trader) over the version which formed a key part of
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many Bristolians’ identity (where Colston was seen primarily as a philanthropist).
The M Shed, by interpreting the statue through the lens of protest, found themselves
grouped with the former (even though they were not acting as protestors, but simply
acknowledging this part of the statue’s history). Likewise, the National Trust’s report
focused on the links between its properties and colonialism/the slave trade, rather
than celebrating their aesthetic or historic value. Among the properties it examined
were some owned by well-known and often highly regarded families and individuals,
such as Winston Churchill’s family home (Huxtable et al. 2020, 70). Like Edward
Colston in Bristol, figures like Churchill play such a pivotal role in some Britons’
constructions of their identity that the suggestion of any association with (let alone

responsibility for) unsavoury parts of history becomes a threat to both personal and
national identity (Tranter and Donoghue 2021, 997-998).

The backlash against the M Shed and National Trust’s work was not universal, and
both organisations also received a positive response from large parts of society. These
two sides were not equally weighted, with the actual ground-level experiences of
people working for each organisation being broadly positive. Within Bristol for in-
stance, the exhibition was deemed a success:

‘...there were a few people that wanted to, you know, lay flowers and
things [...] I think there were a few people that maybe said some not
very pleasant things. But on the whole, people were really
interested’ (Participant 16, M Shed).

The National Trust’s experience was similar:

‘...there was a sort of standing joke about, you know, armies of locals
charging up the hill with pitchforks and flaming torches, you know,
but obviously that hasn’t really materialised. As I say, you know, there’s
a been a few, a few keyboard warriors, and there’s been a certain
amount of raised interest in, in what we’ve got, which is good. Raised
interest is always good’ (Participant 14, National Trust).

Though both organisations reported some isolated incidents of staff receiving abuse,
or volunteers pushing back, far more positive experiences were reported than negat”
ive ones.

Political Consequences
While the National Trust and M Shed may have largely escaped the impact of polar-

isation at ground level, the higher-level situation was very different. The initial re-
moval of the Colston statue in June 2020 was firmly criticised by several major polit-

107



Divisive Nostalgia: How do Dialogues of National Nostalgia Impact on
Civil Society’s Relationship with Populism?

ical figures, including the then-Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, and then-Home Sec-
retary, Priti Patel (BBC 2020; Grubb 2020). Robert Jenrick, then-Secretary of State
for Housing, Communities and Local Government, described the statue’s removal as
‘mob rule’ As a consequence, the government increased the amount of planning
permission needed to remove historic statues, plaques, or monuments, and the con-
troversial Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 introduced measures to

allow harsher punishments for anyone who damages a memorial or monument
(Home Office 2022; Hansard HC Deb., 18 Jan 2021).

The National Trust also received government criticism, with serious practical implic-
ations. Its critics argued that by publishing the report the Trust had acted outside its
remit as a charity. Consequently, the Charity Commission launched a regulatory
compliance case involving the National Trust (Charity Commission 2021). While
this case was ongoing, concerns about the Trust’s activities were raised in the House
of Commons and the House of Lords, with attempts made to convince the govern-
ment to review the Trusts actions directly (Hansard HC Deb., 11 Nov 2020;
Hansard HL Deb., 3 Dec 2020). The Trust’s work was affected by this scrutiny, as
one employee described:

‘...there was a kind of moratorium on doing any press at all that came
from the central team, because they didn’t want to incite more, you
know, attention on this sort of stuff, at a time when Oliver Dowden
was looking into how the Trust was interpreting history, at the time
when the Charity Commission was starting to investigate’ (Parti-
cipant 11, National Trust).

In March 2021 the Charity Commission concluded that the National Trust did not
breach charity law, and therefore there were no grounds for further action (Charity
Commission 2021). This ruling, however, came too late. Lasting damage had already
been done to the Trust’s reputation, and the way it is perceived by the government

and the public.

As a longstanding cultural institution, the National Trust was expected to comply
with a set of norms, presenting an uncritical celebration of Britishness (Hall 2003).
Similarly, people had a set of expectations for what monuments like Colston’s statue
ought to represent and how museums like the M Shed ought to operate. An M Shed
employee recounted how ‘people thought very much of us as a, you know, we should
be an art gallery and we'll be like, you know, restoring the statue and making it all
shiny again’ (Participant 16, M Shed). Statues and monuments are important to the
development and maintenance of group identities, and so to reinterpret them as con-
tentious historical objects is seen by some as inappropriate (Johnson 2002, 294—

295).
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As histories of slavery and colonialism were seen to be outside the traditional remit
of the National Trust they were perceived as ‘out of place” in Trust properties. More
than that, though, the implication (sometimes explicit) in criticisms of the Trust’s
work is that racialised histories are ‘out of place’ in representations of Britain’s past
(Fowler 2020, 19-26). Nostalgic nationalism, as utilised by the UK government
(discussed above), has served to strengthen the image of a mythic (white) British
past, and this has resulted in a reduced willingness to accept other narratives
(Smeckes 2015, 64). In this way, the National Trust and M Shed became victims of
polarisation. While they may have set out with the intention of opening up conver-
sations to resist polarisation, the political consequences have made it more difficult

for this to happen.
OBON and British Future
What happened

Our next case studies deal with the same polarising issues around British identity
and nostalgia from a different perspective. One Britain One Nation (OBON) is a
community interest company set up by a Punjabi immigrant and former police in-
spector in 2013. It aims ‘[t]o create a strong, fair, harmonious and a proud British
Nation, celebrating patriotism and respect for all our people’ (One Britain One Na-
tion 2022). To achieve this, it runs campaigns and events to promote a sense of col-
lective British identity for people from all backgrounds, with an emphasis on belong-
ing and inclusion. This exhibits the hallmarks of inclusive populism described earlier
(Westoby 2021; Popple 2021; Kwok-kin et al. 2021; Stoecker and Witkovsky 2021).
OBON shares some characteristics with British Future, a charity and think tank that
aims to engage British people in conversations about integration, immigration, iden-

tity, and race and whose aim is to promote a ‘confident and welcoming Britain, In-
clusive and Fair to all’ (British Future 2021).

British Future ran a project called Talk/Together engaging local communities in
what claimed to be ‘the UK’s biggest-ever conversation about what divides and
unites us, and what could bring our society together in these difhcult
times’ (Ballinger 2020). These activities are aligned with the definition of dialogue
(detailed above) in promoting a meaningful interaction between people with oppos-
ing views through conversation to increase understanding (Elsden-Baker 2013). Brit-
ish Future were also portrayed by the media as a key commentator for immigration
and race, a position which drew legitimacy from the dialogue events that the charity
coordinates. It actively engages with ideas of national identity to convey how inclus-
ive Britain is today. The Director of British Futures was quoted by the Observer de-
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scribing Britain as a place where ‘people of different colours and creeds have mixed
and learned to live together’ (Savage 2018).

Our media analysis gave the impression that British Future was very much able to
steer the media’s focus. An interview with a spokesperson revealed how cognisant
they were of this task:

“You want to twist the arms of the media into what would be more
interesting than the thing they’re thinking of doing. Obviously, some-
times the editor has decided what he wants [....] [T ]he media wants
something, you know, emotional and exploitative. And we're offering
them some other stuff that, you know, the responsible media outlets
would like” (Participant 3, British Future)

British Future were confident enough in controlling the media that they actively
sought out attention others shied away from, stating that “We really want to be in the
Daily Mail, you know, on the terms you want to be in the Daily Mail [...] And so
you know, the Jubilee street party was on the front page of the Daily Mail and that’s
a good [thing]" (Participant 3, British Future). In these excerpts British Future
clearly demonstrate an intention to influence the way race and immigration are un-
derstood in the media and show that they have a clear understanding of how to
achieve this. They did not shy away from controversy to do this. When incidents of
terrorism drove a divisive backlash, British Future actively engaged in the media to
counter it with more inclusive press coverage of faith leaders uniting in expressions
of grief and condemnation.

In contrast, OBON was less in control of media attention. In 2019, inspired by the
activities they were already doing in schools, OBON began a campaign to have the
last Friday in June celebrated as ‘One Britain One Nation Day), or ‘OBON Day’. This
was intended to be an annual event held in schools, aiming to promote unity
through national pride. Prior to 2021, OBON Day featured in Yorkshire’s regional
media. It attracted positive attention from the then-Prime Minister David Cameron
in 2015, and subsequently had the support of then-Housing Minister, Esther McVey,
and her husband Philip Davies MP. OBON exhibited the two-sided mutually con-
stitutive relationship between government and civil society, described above (Sala-
mon and Toepler 2015; Toepler 2020). Yet it went relatively unnoticed by the na-
tional media until 2021, when the Department of Education decided to promote
the event on social media and encourage all schools in Britain to participate (Hard-
ing 2021; Mills and Smith 2021). This drew attention to a video produced by
OBON showing school children singing a song (discussed further below) to reflect
their pride in being British. Widespread confusion over exactly who was responsible
for OBON Day subsequently ensued, with many incorrectly assuming this to be a
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government-led initiative. This led to the public conflating OBON with Britain’s
right-wing government, and it received widespread backlash online (Dex 2021; O’
Grady 2021). A journalist from the Independent explained this phenomenon:

“There is an understandable suspicion about something that has
emerged with something of a Tory flavour to it, at a time when the
Conservatives are trying, somewhat clumsily, to monopolise the Uni-

on Jack and love of country, and to make these exclusively Tory
traits.” (O'Grady 2021)

While some local newspapers defended the celebration, other local and national
newspapers criticised it. It was seen as forced nationalism, with commentators draw-
ing comparisons to Kim Jong-Un’s North Korea, Communist East Germany, Vladi-
mir Putin’s Russia, and the Hitler Youth. The way it targeted children was seen as
indoctrination, described as ‘brain-washing’ and ‘creepy’ (Harding 2021). In this
way critics viewed OBON’s activities as those of an uncivil society organisation ad-
vanced by right-wing populist politicians (Saggato et al. 2022; Shroeder et al. 2022).

This criticism was also tied to the devolved nations of the UK. People in devolved
nations were especially opposed as the idea of Britain as ‘one nation” was found
widely offensive in this context, with Nicola Sturgeon describing it as ‘ludicrous’. The
last Friday in June also happened after many Scottish schools had broken up for the
summer, thus excluding them from any celebrations (BBC 2021). Similarly, it was
viewed in Wales as overly nationalistic. The Welsh Government was quoted saying
that ‘it had not engaged in this project’ (Mills and Smith, 2021). The name One Bri-
tain One Nation was interpreted as excluding Northern Ireland.

Despite the criticism, OBON were not displeased by the rush of media attention:

“...I was interviewed by every national media in this country, as in all
the national press, and I was on Good Morning Britain, BBC, Sky
News, GB news. I did almost every radio interview with all the radio:
Five, Talk Radio, LBC, you know, so many radio stations. Times, and
BBC Politics [....] [T]he press were really, really brilliant, you know,
because ultimately when they looked into it there was no story there
but it’s put OBON on the national platform. (Participant 2, OBON)

OBON may not have deliberately sought out this attention, as British Future did,
but they were quick to capitalise on it. This difference in these two approaches to the
media is important, and something that we will return to later.
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The role of nostalgia

At first glance, nostalgia is less present in these examples than in the M Shed and
National Trust. In those instances the divisions centred on whose stories belong in
the collective memory of Britain’s past. As nostalgia is inherently associated with the
past, the connection is readily apparent. OBON relied on a sense of Britishness un-
derpinned by nostalgic ideas. Analysis of media interviews with OBON’s founder
reveals that, aside from the aim to promote inclusion and eliminate hatred, most
criticism centred on the goal to promote pride and loyalty in the nation and celeb-
rate patriotism. This patriotism was focused on celebrating the UK’s strength as a
nation, as emphasised in the OBON song (reportedly written by Bradford school-
children) which included a chorus of ‘Strong Britain, great nation’ (Harding 2021;
Morris 2021). A further aim was to teach British values such as ‘tolerance, kindness,
pride and respect’ (Harding 2021). Nostalgia for British history and heritage fed
into this pride in British strength in a manner reminiscent of past celebrations of the
British Empire. This was emphasised by the inclusion of the armed forces in OBON
celebrations, later joined by recognition of NHS staft’s work during the Covid-19
pandemic, drawing on notions of loyalty and service for a Britain under threat which
echoed nostalgic memories of wartime Britain.

OBON’s mission and aims take for granted the ideas that:

1. Britain is something that exists as a discrete entity with definable values, of

which people can and should be proud;

2. traditional symbols of British national identity can and should be used as
symbols of pride and cohesion (e.g., the royal family, Union Jack, national
anthem, etc.); and

3. immigrants and those from other cultural backgrounds should be integ-
rated into ‘mainstream Britain’

These assumptions, whether or not intentional, reflect a view of what Britain ‘should’
be like (Mansfield 2019, 44; Jarvis et al. 2020, 95-97). OBON'’s work was seen to be
promoting this idealised image of a ‘lost past, which is the very thing upon which
national nostalgia hinges (Smeckes 2015, 54). This idealised image does not neces-
sarily encompass the needs or experiences of the whole population. Racialised com-
munities, for example, may feel oppressed or excluded by traditional symbols of na-
tional identity (as demonstrated by the way that Bristol's black residents perceived
the statue of Edward Colston) (Hammett 2021, 19-20). Devolved nations were also
excluded, with their existence erased by the emphasis on Britain as ‘one nation.
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OBON’s endorsement by the explicitly nostalgic Conservative government
strengthened their association with this exclusionary image of an idealised ‘lost past.

While national nostalgia is implicitly present in OBON’s framing of their activities,
it is more explicitly present in British Future’s work. British Future knowingly at-
tempt to reframe existing symbols of national identity to make them more inclusive.
As one interviewee explained:

...you end up with a set of repeated tricks if you're us. You know, the
birthday of the NHS, Remembrance Sunday, and yeah, we could in-
vent days. We could invent ‘hurrah for diversity’ day [....] But if we
take St George’s Day and Remembrance and the Jubilee, and just the
actual truth of Britain, which is that we are a very diverse society now,
turns up in the traditional everyday frames that people already en-
gaged with. It surprises them on St George’s Day because the minority
group isn't expecting to be welcome. And the majority group isn't
expecting to be allowed to be English.” (Participant 3, British Future)

This excerpt illustrates a similar coupling of the diversity of Britain with traditional
symbols of British identity as OBON, but in a more intentional manner. An ex-
ample of this was their response to Remembrance Sunday. British Future drew on
the 2010 election survey data, which asked: [“D]o you wear a poppy on Remem-
brance Sunday?” And 49 or 55% of British Pakistanis say they do [....] So that’s over a
million poppy-wearing Muslims™ (Participant 3, British Future). British Future felt
that this was something they could utilise:

“...we thought “God we need a picture”. We really need a picture of,
you know, the million poppy-wearing. So eventually when it was the
centenary of the first Victoria Cross worn by an Indian army soldier,
Khudadad Khan, through our friends in the Islamic Society of Britain
a young fashion designer decided that she wanted to make a poppy
headscarf because that was her view, that people should know the con-
tribution of Muslims in the story [....] [A]nd we had a picture, and the
Daily Telegraph put that picture on its front page that year and the
next year’ (Participant 3, British Future)

This provided an opportunity for monitoring deeper changes resulting from the me-
dia attention, since:

‘...alot of people don’t know that Muslims have been winning Victor-
ia Crosses for 100 years for Britain [...] [W]e were tracking the num-
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ber of people who know that as an indicator of reducing anti-Muslim
prejudice’ (Participant 3, British Future).

This suggests that British Future deliberately lent on nostalgic nationalism to ad-
vance an inclusive, anti-discriminatory agenda.

In these examples we see that British Future appear to have used a Trojan-horse tac-
tic, consciously using nostalgia to subvert populist narratives and advance inclusion
(Stoker 2019; Van Den Abbeele 2019; Westoby 2021). This differs from OBON’s
use of inclusive populism. British Future’s spokesperson recognised when inter-
viewed that the pro-migration rhetoric usually used to persuade sceptics of immigra-
tion primarily caused irritation. Instead, British Future sought to engage all of soci-
ety in expressing their opinion about immigration including those with anti-migrant
sentiments, while simultaneously advancing inclusion. However, their spokesperson
was keen to distance themselves from the idea that this was duping the public, stat-

ng:

‘[P]eople were like “Oh, that's a really good trick, that, isn’t it?” And
we were like “No... we really kind of mean this” (Participant 3, British
Furure)

Their sincerity in giving all people a voice does not reconcile with adopting the lan-
guage of nostalgic nationalism as a tactic for advancing tolerance. In this way their
approach and that used by OBON both overlap and are subtly different. This is

something that is worthy of further consideration.
Replicator, Vehicle, Victim, Resistor

Our attention now turns to a more explicit comparison between these four case
studies and their efforts to resist polarising discourses. As we have seen, the civil soci-
ety activities represented a long-term strategy for promoting inclusive discourse
which preceded the controversies in the case of the National Trust’s engagement
with matters of colonialism and slavery, and both OBON’s and British Future’s
promotion of British diversity. In contrast, the civil society activity was a response to
a contentious event, in the case of the protesters tearing down Colston’s statue after
George Floyd’s murder, and also with the development of the exhibition in the M-
Shed after the statue’s removal. However, all our case studies found themselves in the
media spotlight facing controversy. While OBON and British Future sought to en-
gage with the media, utilising the controversy to advance their inclusive narrative,
the National Trust and M-Shed’s response was to simply weather the media storm
and concentrate on the ground-level experience of its staff engaging with the public.
Although their staft’s experiences were largely positive, this somewhat masked the

114



Journal of Dialogue Studies 12

greater cost to these two organisations, in terms of their reputation in the case of the
National Trust, and to wider acceptance of protest legitimacy in the case of M-Shed.
Moreover, although both OBON and British Future did engage with the media,
British Future did so with an informed understanding of such controversies, whereas
the use of media by OBON was less reflective of the contentious matters that had
attracted criticism of their activities and more driven by restating their narrative.
Contrastingly, the other three case studies all understood the importance of creating
a space for dialogue about contentious issues. Thus, British Future deployed dialogue
to capture perspectives on immigration and race, and both M-Shed and National
Trusts created spaces for dialogue at the local level to overcome tensions around
cither statue removal or colonialism. With these heritage organisations, dialogue
between opposing groups was seen as an end in itself, but with British Future, it was
utilised as a means to an end, by giving itself legitimacy as a commentator on race
and immigration. These similarities and differences between the case studies can
extend our understanding of the typology thereby demonstrating how it can be used
as an analytical tool.

None of these case studies fit neatly into one of these four archetypes. Instead, the
typology can be used to show the nuance in how these differing roles should be un-
derstood. For example, on the surface it might be said that M-Shed and certainly the
National Trust were victims of the ‘culture wars’ discourse. However, their creation
of a dialogue space can be interpreted as a clear act of resistance to exclusionary dis-
course or division. Similarly, OBON’s critics might argue that it is a replicator of
populism which furthers an exclusionary narrative of Britain by emphasising nation-
alism. However, OBON’s emphasis was originally meant to be on belonging and
collective identity; it was intended to combat polarisation rather than exacerbate it.
OBON’s founder was quoted saying ‘[t]his country’s welcomed people from all parts
of the world who have made this country their home. And sometimes what we don’t
get to hear in this country is the success stories of all those people’ (LBC 2021). An
interviewee from OBON justified the use of patriotism to achieve this:

“There’s nothing wrong with patriotism, as long as it’s done with inclu-
sion in mind, bringing everybody on board and not leaving a single
person out... It’s about embracing everybody in the country and mak-
ing them feel part of something great’. (Participant 2, OBON)

Our analysis suggests that OBON bears some similarities with viczims of polarisa-
tion. It was a combination of the negative associations some people had with sym-
bols of national identity and the government’s involvement that made OBON into a
polarising force, not the intentions of the organisation. This meant that while
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OBON attempted to become a resistor, it ended up being an unintentional vebicle
for populist discourses.

This can be contrasted with the M Shed or National Trust in the way that each or-
ganisation utilised identity symbols. The latter two were trying to contextualise the
symbols involved in each case (the Colston statue, and the Trust’s properties and
artefacts). OBON, on the other hand, appeared to use them less critically and
without contextualisation. In doing so, OBON found themselves open to misinter-
pretation and appropriation, whilst the other two became targets notwithstanding
their carefully considered contextualisation. In all three cases, the organisations at-
tempted to create a more inclusive version of ‘Britishness’ by using different identity
symbols and markers and found themselves victims because they had inadvertently
angered people whose sense of identity was strongly linked to one specific interpreta-
tion of those symbols.

This contrasts with the case of British Future. While OBON ended up in this situ-
ation unexpectedly, British Future made an active choice to pursue and shape atten-
tion from the media. While British Future may deny doing so as a ‘trick’ to encour-
age more tolerant attitudes, they nevertheless purposely utilised national identity
symbols to advance inclusion. By making this conscious decision to subvert a popu-
list discourse to change attitudes, British Future acted as a resistor of polarisation
and, crucially, did not become a victim of it.

Conclusion

In this article we have explored the impact of populism and nostalgia on civil society
organisations. Existing research shows that there is a link between populism and
nostalgic views of community and identity. How civil society responds to nostalgia
therefore has the potential to feed into (or rebuff) the ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ dynamics which
are central to populism and result in polarisation.

Our case studies show that different organisations are impacted by nostalgia in dif-
ferent ways. Heritage organisations, such as the M Shed and National Trust, who
work to acknowledge the complexity of Britain’s past find themselves at odds with
nostalgic populist ideas. While on-the-ground experiences of this tension have been
minimal, their actions sparked a government response with major implications for
the way Britain’s past is remembered. Nostalgia therefore caused these two organisa-
tions to become victims of polarisation. For organisations like OBON and British
Future, the subversion of nostalgic ideas is a way of incorporating a greater sense of
diversity and equality into existing ideas of ‘Britishness. This must be carefully nego-
tiated, as it can casily lead to becoming an unintentional vehicle of polarisation but,
when successful, is a useful tactic for resisting polarisation. The typology presented
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here can serve not just as an analytical tool but provide a prescriptive framework for
how civil society can achieve such resistance.

Negotiating populist discourses of nostalgia as a civil society organisation is com-
plex. Different ways of interacting with nostalgia can cause civil society organisations
to become victims, vehicles, replicators, or resistors of polarisation. We show that
these categories are not mutually exclusive, and many civil society organisations find
themselves engaging with polarisation in multiple ways. It is also common for an
organisation to intend to engage one way but find that they are treated as something
else. This can have a significant impact on the way that civil society organisations are
able to operate, and the level of support (or lack thereof) that they receive.
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Populism as a Discursive Frame

Populism is a political phenomenon in which the people are defined as a monolithic
collective subject, facilitating the identification of a common enemy and devaluing
pluralism and respect for minorities (Finchelstein and Urbinati 2018). For this reas-
on, populism has been defined as a discursive frame (Aslanidis 2016) or a commu-
nication style (Jagers and Walgrave 2007) rather than a specific ideology. This is a
key point in defining populism: as a political movement, it is characterised more by
the discursive strategy it mobilises than by the specific political content it advocates.
This is also why populism can belong to the political right as much as to the political
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social and territorial values and conceptions. In this context, he has also dealt with populist
pathologies of public debate as a symptom of unresolved social conflicts. Another research
stream that he follows closely are studies on urban and social development in the canton of
Ticino, Switzerland, especially regarding the power relations between its alpine communities
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left and be characterised by a certain programmatic flexibility. This ideological flexib-
ility is fundamental in explaining the success of populist movements in capturing
social discontent by proposing paradigmatic solutions and political responses unme-
diated by the mechanisms of institutional equilibrium that characterise liberal
democracies (Bartha et al. 2020). However, an excess of political ambiguity can be
detrimental in the long run: a successful populist movement knows how to maintain
certain ideological keys — whether right-wing or left-wing — in order to identify with
an electoral segment, however large (Scopelliti and Downes 2022). This makes it
possible to conceptually distinguish populist movements of mere denunciation or
opposition from those that, in their aspiration to govern, adopt a populist discursive
framing while maintaining some more general ideological keys.

With its appeal to the majority, general disregard for minorities, and a push for
quick, paradigmatic solutions, populism increases the tension between popular sov-
creignty and the protection of rights (Blithdorn and Butzlaff 2019), undermining
Western institutional structures (Mazzoleni and Skenderovic 2007) and the
paradigm of governance (Stoker 2019). For this reason, and because of its diffusion,
populism is a key phenomenon for understanding the contemporary political dis-
cursive landscape.

It is difficult to identify its causes: some attribute it to unstable economic conditions
(Algan et al. 2017), but there must be other factors too. For example, the highly
stable country of Switzerland is home to one of the largest Western European popu-
list parties (Albertazzi 2008). This shows how populism can develop even in societ-
ies where some vaguely defined cultural identity appears to be under threat. Here,
several factors can be called into play, such as the tensions generated by multicultur-
alism (Taylor 2009), social complexity, absence of recognition (Fraser 2001; Hon-
neth 2002), filter bubbles (Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. 2016) and echo chambers
(Flaxman et al. 2016; Nguyen 2018; Schaub and Morisi 2020; Tornberg 2018). It is
also worth noting that the use of the internet facilitates the dissemination of polar-
ising messages (Citarella 2021), making mutual understanding more difficult (Bail
2021), thus favouring populist parties (Schaub and Morisi 2020). All these elements
that characterise the social and discursive frame of liberal democracies may have con-
tributed directly or indirectly to the development of populist movements. Indeed,
what is clear is that these movements are the result of a crisis of legitimacy of institu-
tions which fail to respond adequately to the wishes and needs of the citizens (Ber-
man 2019; Bobbio 1995). This is reflected in the inability of traditional parties to
communicate and convince the electorate (Lochocki 2018) and a growing anger of
the conservative electorate and the ‘silent majority’ (Mudde 2004). In particular,
Swiss right-wing populism is characterised by an exclusionary view of citizenship
(Betz 2001) and a conflictual approach to the social and political integration of Is-
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lamic residents (Dolezal et al. 2010). Compared to other Swiss parties, the Sch-
weizerische Volkspartei (SVP) uses a highly populist-oriented communication
strategy during public debates (Cranmer 2011), thus polarising — but also answering
the demands of — the right-wing electorate (Bernhard and Hinggli 2018) and mak-
ing it more difficult to reach a shared consensus.

Framing populism as a discursive strategy implies understanding it more as a politic-
al methodology than a concrete positionality. As already pointed out, however, this
strategy puts the governance structures of liberal democracies under enormous pres-
sure. In this sense, populism has a political content that can be described as illiberal.

As much as this phenomenon is analysed as a characteristic of twentieth- and
twenty-first-century liberal regimes, one can trace historical examples that share sev-
eral features with populism. In particular, the lack of comparative studies between
the Sophistic tradition and populism is surprising. One can even suggest that polit-
ical philosophy originated in the development of Socrates, Plato’s (1969, 1998,
2007) and Aristotle’s (2019) thought as a direct response to the tension generated by
the Sophists, and especially by Gorgias and Protagoras, over the Athenian democrat-
ic system. Indeed, these were showing how language could be used to manipulate
opinions by defending one position and its opposite (Gorgias 1999), thus under-
mining the relationship between political discourse and truth, which in turn makes
it more complex to promote political compromise as a form of common good. How
then to define populism? As a push towards the limits of public discourse, a tension
underlying every democratic system that arises from the dissatisfactions that result
from any mediation, and which can be exacerbated by generating a crisis of systemic
legitimacy. Populism is born in democracies and, by adopting a radical discursive
strategy, pushes them towards their limits by exalting their structural contradictions
and fragilities. In this, populism is also a key opportunity to rethink the foundations
that legitimise a democratic system and, possibly, propose corrective mechanisms —
an important stimulus for political thinking.

To carry out this task, I propose to analyse the case of the failure of two national
park projects in Switzerland, and in particular the difficulties in establishing a public
debate that could be constructive and find points of mediation between those in
favour and those against them. These cases show the difficulty of establishing func-
tional bottom-up processes when one party adopts a populist strategy.

Two Failed National Park Projects in Switzerland
Switzerland endowed itself with its first national park in 1914, on an area of 170

km? around the municipality of Zernez in the canton of Graubiinden. This protec-
ted areca was desired by a number of personalities connected with the scientific
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world, and indeed falls into [IUCN category 1la, the highest category of nature pro-
tection (Kupper 2013, 2014). The association ProNatura, which was set up to fin-
ance the first Swiss National Park, launched a contest in 2000 for municipalities in
peripheral areas that were willing to establish a second national park. This proposal
aroused great media and political interest and stimulated the creation of new legisla-
tion to define second-generation National Parks — IUCN category 2, that is, sup-
porting the economic and tourist development of the settlements in the park accord-
ing to what is known as neoliberal conservation (Apostolopoulou et al. 2021;
Biischer et al. 2014; Biischer and Arsel 2012; Holmes and Cavanagh 2016) — and
regional parks. After a decade of work and various waivers, two projects were finalists
in this competition: Parc Adula and Parco del Locarnese. Both projects were located
partly or entirely in the most marginal valleys of Ticino, the only canton completely
south of the Alps and entirely Italian speaking (Figure 1).

" |

Parc Adula, Parco del Locarnese,
Ticino's urban and tourism structure
Urban centres

Urban areas

National park projects

Primary tourism area

Secondary tourism area
=== National borders

~— Cantonal borders
I Major lakes A
0 15 30 km

Figure 1. The two proposed National Park projects within Ticino urban structure.
Source: Author.
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According to the new 2007 legislation, the parks would consist of a small core zone,
in which most human activities would be prohibited, and a large peripheral zone in
which there would be no particular prohibitions but in which political and territori-
al governance would ensure compliance with sustainability criteria, thus acting as a
buffer between the core zone and the rest of the territory. If accepted, the parks
would be a contract signed between the public authorities, with a ten-year renewable
term. The local population, consulted on several occasions during the drafting of the
park regulations, was to vote on both the establishment of the park and any exten-
sion of it every ten years. This guaranteed, in the eyes of the legislators, the legitim-
acy of the projects as not imposed from outside or from above, establishing bottom-
up mechanisms.

Parc Adula was rejected by the local population in November 2016, and the Loc-
arnese Park was rejected in June 2018, bringing to a close a period of almost two
decades of work on the establishment of a second national park in Switzerland. To
explain the failure of these two projects, which apparently had every chance of being
accepted by the population (such as a bottom-up structure, a great deal of particip-
atory work, the support of local mayors and cantonal politicians, the promise of new
funds from the Swiss Confederation and the development of the tourism sector), it
is necessary to study and understand not only the arguments, but also the discursive
mechanisms mobilised by the opponents. Here, the issue of populism emerges
clearly.

Methodology

The German-speaking territory of Parc Adula has been studied in depth (Michel
2019a 2019b; Michel et al. 2022; Michel and Backhaus 2019; Michel and Brugg-
man 2019), while its Italian-speaking part and the Locarno park have received very
little attention so far (Cometta 2020, 2021a, 2021b). The data collection for this
study was carried out in two stages. In the first, articles and letters from readers of
the two most important newspapers in Ticino were collected. The cantonal archives
were searched for newspapers with the keywords ‘Parc Adula’ and ‘Parco del Loc-
arnese’ As the beginning of the period considered, the start of the calendar year of
the first item responding to a keyword was taken, and as the end of the period the
calendar year of the vote on the project. In this way, all texts that appeared in the two
most widely read newspapers in the canton were taken into account. This, of course,
does not cover the part of public debate that took place on social media, in regional
magazines or in other media, but it provides a very reliable overview of the political
climate and the arguments of both supporters and opponents. In total, 463 articles
and letters from readers (334 between 2004 and 2017 for the Parc Adula and 130
between 2000 and 2018 for the Parco del Locarnese) were coded and qualitatively
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analysed through Atlas.ti software (Hwang 2008). This made it possible to identify
several individuals who were particularly active in the debates, whom I refer to as
leaders of the project detractors. Following the criterion of saturation (Bowen 2008;
Guest et al. 2006; Marshall et al. 2013), the sample was limited to three leaders for
Parc Adula and two for the Locarnese Park. Five semi-structured interviews of one
hour each were conducted (Ferreira 2014; Mercuri Chapuis 2015; Pekarek 1993;
Torkar et al. 2011; Vila-Henninger 2019). The choice not to include leaders of pro-
ject supporters in the interviews reflects the research interest in the disruptive effects
of populist discursive strategies on public debate. However, this limits the overall
perspective on the case studies.

Mobilising the opposition to parks

First, it should be emphasised that the two groups opposing the projects were not
institutionalised in a formal way, although they were made up of local and cantonal
politicians, or former high-level civil servants, as well as some ordinary citizens.
While the group against Parc Adula tended to consist of a dozen active members,
the one against the Locarnese Park consisted mainly of three people, all living out-
side the park’s boundaries. In the first case, the participants tended to be members of
liberal and conservative right-wing parties, as well as the Lega dei Ticinesi, a right-
wing populist movement that has dominated cantonal politics in recent decades
(Albertazzi 2006; Mazzoleni and Ruzza 2018). These mostly acted autonomously,
with little central coordination and without forging a structured and unified mes-
sage. In the case of the Locarnese Park, on the other hand, the smaller and more co-
hesive group produced a magazine that was distributed to all the inhabitants of the
park area, developing a series of arguments and a reading of reality that went far bey-
ond the mere park project.

A strong feature characterised the public debates on both these projects: a funda-
mental misunderstanding between the parties, which makes debate effectively im-
possible. This is recognised as much by outside spectators as by the contenders them-
selves. Project supporters, in particular, felt ‘frustration at the impossibility of con-
ducting a constructive and fruitful dialogue with those fighting against the
project’ (Casella Piazza 2016, 4). The pivotal element on which this lack of under-
standing was played out is that of freedom: this is in fact a concept that is as funda-
mental as it is polysemic and manages to stimulate not only intellectually but also
emotionally the parties involved — and often with a certain toxicity (Richards 2018).

Project supporters often presented themselves as rational people, capable of bringing
concrete arguments in favour of the projects. The opponents, on the other hand,
were accused of a lack of concreteness and emotionalism that had little to do with
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the parks that would be voted on. So, for example, an external viewer described the

debate on the Parc Adula like this:

I see on the one hand optimism, a willingness to invest in the area,
and on the other hand scepticism, little initiative, but above all fear
and stomach ache. In fact, I have not found a single argument with a
solid basis, they talk about feelings, ‘I don’t believe that.... The only
certain fact is the restrictions in the core zone, i.e. in a restricted area
in relation to the Park itself. (Merzaghi 2016, 30)

National parks, in this contest, were presented as a possible solution to the problems
of depopulation and economic crisis affecting the most peripheral areas. In the eyes
of those in favour, these projects can guarantee these territories a range of external
funds that could help rebuild an economic fabric that is no longer self-sufficient,
preserving and creating new jobs, and thus combating depopulation: “The upper
valley is struggling to contain depopulation, hotels and restaurants are closing down,
tourism is languishing and too many projects remain as such. We can no longer just

sit back and contemplate our “beautiful garden™ (Baggi and Kippeli 2016: 33).

External funds linked to the creation of constraints on anthropic activities in the
core zone of the parks, were seen, in this view, as an acceptable sacrifice considering
that these areas are already sparsely anthropised as they are above 2000m. ‘Anyone
who has carefully read the Charta? published at the beginning of the month will not
be able to deny that the limitations brought about by the park (only in the core zone,
since there will be no new restrictions in the peripheral zone) are completely insigni-
ficant compared to the advantages offered” (Bianchi 2016, 34). Greater economic
strength, guaranteed by the presence of the park in the first place, and by the increase
in tourism in the second place, would have therefore guaranteed greater autonomy
for the valley municipalities to develop by offering attractive living conditions for
their population. From this perspective, the bottom-up mechanisms put in place by
the organisations to draw up the park regulations were sufficient testimony to the
fact that decision-making power would have remained in the hands of the inhabit-
ants and would not be alienated. “Thus, it will not be the representatives of the con-
federation or other associations who will be in charge of the park, but the municipal-
ities themselves who are the promoters of the bottom-up initiative with the involve-
ment of local actors’ (Gianora 2016, 34). The presence of a mechanism to renew the
park regulation by vote every ten years was a sufficient guarantee, according to the
supporters, that the freedom of municipalities to change their minds will be ensured.

2The Park Regulations.
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The opponents of the two projects took a completely opposite view, openly emphas-
ising their discursive diversity from the positions of those in favour.

Contrary to the promoters, we emphasise doubts, fears and concepts
that, should the Parc Adula unfortunately see the light of day, could
be decisively detrimental to the autonomy of the entire region. All
this in order to give carte blanche to a ‘sustainable® concept that will
make the promoters happy, but will be a very heavy handicap for an
entire region. (Fraschina 2016, 38)

The arguments of the opponents were based not on specific rules that the park
would introduce, but on the general feeling that this caused in the populations of the
Alpine valleys — what can be described as a populist discoursive strategy. Thus, the
issue of the loss of local autonomy — an issue strongly felt in those regions — was the
workhorse for the opponents. ‘Inhabitants of the Blenio valley, voting yes means
losing our autonomy, handing over our municipalities and territories to an associ-
ation free to dispose of them as it pleases, and obliging the municipalities to ratify
everything proposed. This is the objective of the Parc Adula’ (Devittori 2016, 37).
The fight against the supposed loss of autonomy was the winning frame for the op-
ponents. This can be seen as much in their statements — such as ‘do we really want to
sign a 10-year contract out of the blue and deprive ourselves of the freedom to de-
cide how to manage and develop our territory?’ (Fraschina 2016: 38); or

In recent months we have experienced the strength and the ways in
which the association is able to exert its influence. If the project is
accepted, what will happen when the interests of the park come into
conflict with our individual and collective interests (municipalities,
landowners)? How much freedom will we have to develop our own
projects? These questions may seem prosaic in the face of the higher
interest of nature. But this is about our valley and our lives. (Boggini

2016, 45)

This framing is also made visible in the graphic representations of their flyers, for
example, by depicting the villages within Parc Adula as Gallic villages surrounded by
the Roman Empire in the famous Asterix & Obelix comic strip, or by depicting the
hotels in the city of Locarno ready to enrich themselves on the backs of mountain
villagers in the magazine of the opponents to the Locarnese Park. All of this shows
the clear adoption of a populist discursive strategy that sharply divides #s and them,
and ultimately makes the parks a project pushed from outside the Alpine communit-
ies despite the fact that it was their municipalities that asked for the project to be

developed.
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There are two elements that are worth exploring here: an open criticism of the tour-
ism sector — the sector on which the park projects were aiming to revitalise the local
economy — which was considered a precarious sector with low added value, and the
framing of the creation of parks as an imposition of city interests, identified with the
cantonal or federal capital or even with Brussels and its international treaties, which
placed the protection of nature above the interests of the inhabitants of the Alpine
valleys. These two aspects can be seen in statements like this:

[T Jourism generates precarious, poorly paid, seasonal jobs, with fren-
etic rhythms at peak times and dependence on social support during
off-peak periods. Dear young people, are these the jobs of your
dreams? Bern and Bellinzona are helping us with one hand, but they
are also very active in placing more and more burdens on our muni-
cipalities, more and more competences, at the same time as local
autonomy is being eroded. In this manner, we will soon be able to
replace our municipalities with just any civil servant. (Bassi 2016, 26)

The mountains, in this context, represented a space of freedom that would be sold to
the environmental interests of city dwellers. ‘T have well-founded suspicions that my
freedom may soon vanish [...]. I still have hope that the inhabitants of the 17 muni-
cipalities will weigh the interests at stake well and ultimately not accept a contract so
penalising to humans’ (Chassot 2016, 26). The populist discursive strategy of the
opponents was therefore clear: portray the park as an external project, imposed on
the valleys by the interests of other actors — tourism, wealthy citizens, extreme envir-
onmentalism — and unite the population of the Alpine valleys against this.

What to learn from a failed public debate?

Both public debates were unsuccessful — not for their electoral result but for the
long-lasting political effects they had on communities. What should have been a
good exercise in participatory democracy with bottom-up mechanisms turned out to
be a generator of tensions and ruptures between communities. This is evident, for
example, in the recognition by the leaders of the opponents that the vote split com-
munities, creating wounds and antipathies that, in a small-scale context such as
alpine villages, will not heal for several years (Cometta 2021a, 8). Analysing the ar-
guments of those in favour and opponents of the parks, it can be seen that the dis-
cursive regimes were very different: while supporters tried to concretise the debate,
bringing examples, mentioning the articles of the park regulations, opponents in-
stead employed more general, abstract, hypothetical, and emotional arguments. This
is not to say, however, that the opponents’ arguments can simply be dismissed as irra-
tional or invalid. Indeed, a first observation is that every political perspective is
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founded on somewhat irrational premises (Holland 2006; Huemer 2016; List and
Valentini 2016; Moufte 2005 2013; Schmitt 1996). As post-Marxist scholarship
points out, the question is not so much how to make public debate rational, but
rather how to constructively manage a debate that will often also, inevitably, be irra-
tional or emotional (Errejon and Mouffe 2016; Laclau and Mouffe 2014;
Thomassen 2016).

The difference in the type of discourse mobilised between supporters and opponents
of the projects starts, in the two cases we have analysed, from a different way of un-
derstanding their underlying social and political reality (Cometta 2021a). Those in
favour seem to accept this reality as a given — hence their interest in the national
park project as a way to concretely change this reality, and their insistence on specific
data and details during the debates. The opponents, on the other hand, seem to have
as their goal the more or less radical transformation of this reality. Unwilling to ac-
cept this situation as an inescapable given, the opponents cannot therefore under-
stand the national park projects as progress in relation to the current situation, but
only as a continuation along that path they want to abandon. In another paper, I
linked the reasons of the opponents of the Parc Adula to a deeper discontent with
Ticino’s spatial policy (Cometta 2020), but I believe this can also be applied to the
case of the Parco del Locarnese, and to a discontent not only with spatial planning
regulations but more generally with the socio-economic situation of the Alpine val-
leys.

We know from the literature that a constructive public debate requires mutual trust,
confidence in the system, and a high level of media literacy.

Trust-based relationships require stronger media literacy and freedom
of expression as well as the mobilisation of softer power based on the
resources of culture, education, the sciences, communication, and
information, and they require level playing fields and equity in know-
ledge production. Sustaining trust-based relationships will need social
spaces to be secured that allow people to be real participants and in
which they are and feel like equal stakeholders. (Hardy and Mushtaq
2023,240-241)

This is missing when the various actors in the public debate have too distinct a read-
ing of reality. In this case — as in the example of the two national parks — a construct-
ive debate could not take place because the basis for a common, shared definition of
the context in which the decision is to be made was lacking. I propose to call such a
situation discursive asynchrony. In fact, it is not a simple clash between a rational and
an irrational position — as those in favour of the parks projects would have it under-
stood — but the lack of encounter between two positions that follow rational logic
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but on planes too distinct to understand each other. Discursive asynchrony is a phe-
nomenon of non-communication where one is, factually, trying to communicate.
When two actors are too confined in their own epistemic bubbles and can no longer
get out of their own epistemological frames, they become incapable of dialogue and
relationship with ozherness. The ‘dialogue’ that they establish is therefore in reality a
double monologue in which it is impossible to understand each other even if, form-
ally, they are discussing in the same language: the issue does not lie in the words used
but in the semantic content behind them. This phenomenon is linked, as mentioned,
both to epistemic bubbles (Nguyen 2018; Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. 2016) and
incommensurability (Smith 2011; Zeman 2017).

In this analytical frame, populism is a problem for liberal governance not so much
because of its irrationality, but because it amply demonstrates the limits of this insti-
tutional system. Populism, by erupting into discursive asynchrony, gives voice and
political space to distinct forms of considering and feeling the current situation and
breaks the common ground by not accepting the status quo as the ineluctable start-
ing point of political discussion and public debate.

There is a major lesson that the failure of these two national park projects can teach
us regarding the management of public debate. Not only did the supporters fail to
convince the opponents, they could not have done so. They were in fact engaged in a
concrete discussion of the projects, while the opponents actually wanted to question
the social and institutional balance of the governance of peripheral territories. In this
sense, those in favour, even if they wanted to, would never have had the negotiating
tools necessary to find a compromise — the issue posed by the opponents was simply
too vast and complex to be resolved in a single specific yes-or-no vote. Discursive
asynchrony highlights the existence of different epistemic planes from which dis-
courses and political proposals are constructed that are difficult to reconcile. In this,
the issue of recognition of the existence and legitimacy of the other as a political act-
or is fundamental (Fraser 2001; Honneth 2002).

The question, for the liberal governance regime, is how to manage to integrate and
accept as politically normal those positions that challenge the status quo and the
foundations of the system. If normally the public debate is played out in a range of
positions in which it is still possible to see the adversary as alter-ego, and thus main-
tain a common ground, populism thematises the existence of a more radical ozherness
that, in order to be accepted, obliges a major exercise in self-criticism within the he-
gemonic perspective (Gramsci 1971).

In conclusion, a few conceptual points can be made about discursive asynchrony.
Firstly, it is an extremely complex political situation to manage, and it is likely that
preventing its appearance would be easier than having to deal with it later. Secondly,
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it is plausible that the rejection of the common ground by populist actors is linked to
the feeling of exclusion and lack of recognition they have towards the dominant lib-
eral governance system. This means that, to avoid these situations, it is necessary to
ensure a greater integration of marginalised interests, actors, and perspectives within
the system — which necessarily implies a greater redistribution of both economic and
cultural resources. If we consider plural public debate as a cornerstone of the liberal
system, and if we want to prevent populism from destroying the possibility of having
debates within a certain political common ground, it is therefore necessary to ensure
more inclusive material and cultural conditions for all political actors — so that none
of them will develop epistemologies that are too divergent from the shared one.

Conclusions and Practical Recommendations

With this paper I have tried to show that populism is a challenge to the liberal sys-
tem not because it introduces irrationality into the political discourse, but because it
gives voice to political positions that may not accept the existence of a shared com-
mon ground defined by institutions. This has a detrimental effect on the possibility
of establishing a dialogue: if there is no minimum common ground, it becomes very
difficult to negotiate, explain and argue onc’s reasons in such a way that other parties
can at least understand them — what I have called discursive asynchrony. In the long
run, such a situation can degenerate into a social, cultural and political split that
makes it virtually impossible to understand the issues and ambitions of other politic-
al actors.

Among the concrete lessons that can be drawn from this analysis is that before em-
barking on a process of participatory democracy on a specific issue, the health of a
community’s public debate must be carefully assessed. In the presence of discursive
asynchrony or fertile ground for populism, it could be futile or even counterproduct-
ive to start this kind of experiment. One hypothesis I would put forward is that
more participatory democracy is a solution to discursive asynchrony. The case shown
failed because it was an experiment in bottom-up participatory democracy limited
to the subject of the park, and the opponents used a populist strategy to pour much
broader claims about the state of their communities into this institutional frame-
work. Metaphorically, we can say that the political pressure accumulated by some
actors on various issues has exploded, using the vote on the park as an outlet. This
would suggest that the accumulation of political pressure should be avoided by at-
tempting to allow the various actors to participate as much as possible in the various
decisions that affect their lives so that they can have their say on what is on the ballot
— and thus make it easier to establish a constructive public debate. If the various act-
ors have the opportunity to express themselves on all the issues that affect their exist-
ence, they will have less of a tendency to symbolically overload a specific dossier. At
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the same time, in the face of communities affected by discursive asynchrony, policies
of education and greater social equity are needed so that each actor can feel truly
included in the institutional framework and thus reduce us-them tensions within the
community. However, further research is needed to confirm this hypothesis.
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Abstract: Drawing on the existing literature on populism, this paper examines how populists in
power utilise religion and state resources to construct multidimensional religious populist binar-
ies. Focusing on Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet), this study investigates how
Friday sermons are instrumentalised to shape the identity of ‘the people; ‘the elite; and broader
notions of socictal enemies. Employing Laclau and Moutffe’s discourse theory, this paper explores
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Introduction

During the current age of populism in contemporary politics, religion — having re-
turned to the forefront, thus debunking simplistic arguments about secularisation —
has become a key component of populist discourse worldwide (Yilmaz & Morieson
2021). This development makes it imperative for the academic community to exam-
ine the multifaceted roles religion plays in creating and sustaining the ‘demand’ for
populism. Religion serves as a significant source of social categorisation, fostering a
shared emotional experience within groups, while simultancously contributing to
the creation, adaptation, and stabilisation of emotional boundaries and exclusionary
narratives against out-groups. These dynamics align with the populist dichotomy of
us versus them (Marzouki et al. 2016; McDonnell & Cabrera 2019), further inter-
twining nationalism and cultural identity with religious sentiment (Brubaker 2017).
There are two primary dimensions in the relationship between religion and popu-
lism. First, populism sometimes mirrors religion, particularly fundamentalist inter-
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pretations, especially when it comes to believers who follow a particular leader, party,
or movement with fervour (Yilmaz & Morieson 2021). Like religious fundamental-
ists, populists often view the world through a Manichean lens of competitive
struggle, where #he people are inherently good, and elites and others are inherently evil

(Mudde 2004, 543).

The Muslim world has been the cradle of several powerful religious populist move-
ments, many of which have achieved notable clectoral success (e.g., in Turkey,
Tunisia, Egypt, and Pakistan). One possible reason for the success of these move-
ments is their attachment to the concept of Islamic justice, which can easily be
aligned with the thin-core ideology of populism, based on the perception that cor-
rupt elites are committing injustices against the people and must be removed from
power. It is important to note that, in the present paper, Islamism is understood as
the politicised version of the Islamic faith, an anti-hegemonic paradigm. As Yilmaz
(2021, 104) aptly highlights, ‘Islamism’ refers to the transformation of religion into
an ideology and the instrumental use of Islam by individuals, groups, and organisa-
tions to pursue their political goals. It is also crucial to clarify that Islamism is not a
coherent ideology - it focuses on identity politics rather than ideas and appeals to
emotions rather than intellect (Yilmaz 2021, 105).

One of the most prominent Islamist populist parties today is Turkey’s Justice and
Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP). Led by Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, the AKP has governed Turkey since 2002, replacing secular governance with
a new agenda that integrates Islamism, nationalism, and populism (Tag 2020, 2).
Turkey, therefore, represents a significant case study for examining how religion is
instrumentalised by a populist party in power and how it has managed to capture
and redesign key state institutions, turning them into propaganda machines capable
of constructing antagonistic binaries that underpin the AKP’s populist appeal.
Among these institutions is the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet Isleri
Bagkanligr), one of whose roles is issuing the Friday sermons (huzbe). In Islamic tradi-
tion, the Friday midday prayer is one of the most important rituals, during which the
Muslim community gathers at the mosque not only to pray but, crucially, to hear the
imam’s sermon. Throughout Islamic history, the Friday sermon has played a promin-
ent role in the spiritual life of Muslims worldwide and has also served as a public
forum for religious, political, and social announcements, influencing the everyday
behaviour of congregants (Errihani 2011).

This paper revisits the relationship between religion and populism through the lens
of Turkey’s Diyanet, with a novel focus on how its sermons navigate the ‘possibilities
and limits’ of dialogue within the context of religious and cultural pluralism. Draw-
ing on the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, the study invest-
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igates how the Diyanets Friday sermons construct multidimensional binaries —
faithful vs. unfaithful, national vs. foreign, and Islamic vs. Western. However, unlike
previous studies, this research critically examines the role of sermonic discourse in
fostering or curtailing dialogue both within the Islamic community and between
diverse sociopolitical groups.

This paper contributes to the fast-growing scholarship on religious populism by ad-
dressing three underexplored dimensions:

1. The impact of post-coup political shifts on the discourse of the Diyanet.

2. 'The interplay between globalisation, identity, and religious populism in
Turkey.

3. The conceptual boundaries of dialogue within state-controlled religious
rhetoric.

The main research questions are formulated as follows:

1. How do the Diyanet’s Friday sermons construct a hegemonic ethno-reli-
gious identity of ‘the people’ in Turkey, and to what extent does this con-
struction facilitate or hinder dialogue within the broader society?

2. In what ways does the Diyanet’s discourse exhibit characteristics of reli-
gious populism, and how does it reflect the limitations or potential for dia-
logue between different social and political groups within Turkey?

3. How does the Diyanet’s discourse re-signify key signifiers such as
‘nation, ‘GUmmet, ‘elite] and ‘enemy’ to align with the regime’s nationalist
and religious ideologies, and what impact does this re-signification have on
the potential for inclusive or divisive dialogue in contemporary Turkish
society?

4. What role does the Diyanet’s discourse play in addressing the perceived
cultural and value crisis in Turkey, and how does it construct binary oppos-
itions between ‘the people’ and their perceived enemies, potentially limit-
ing or shaping dialogue on national identity and global relations?

The key argument of the paper is that the Diyanet’s Friday sermons in Turkey serve
as a central mechanism for constructing a hegemonic ethno-religious identity of ‘the
people; which aligns with the regime’s nationalist and religious ideologies. Through
a process of re-signifying key signifiers such as ‘nation; ‘zmmet’, ‘elite, and ‘enemy;
the Diyanet’s discourse amplifies a binary opposition between the faithful and the
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unfaithful, the national and the foreign, the virtuous and the corrupt. While these
sermons contribute to the consolidation of religious populism, they simultaneously
limit the potential for inclusive dialogue both within the Muslim #mmah and
between Turkish society and external actors. By framing the perceived cultural and
value crisis in oppositional terms, the Diyanet’s discourse reinforces exclusionary
narratives, undermining opportunities for interfaith or intercultural dialogue. This
paper highlights the strategic use of religious populism to sustain political hegemony
while emphasising the constraints on dialogue within and beyond the state-sanc-
tioned vision of Turkish identity.

The paper is divided into five main sections. The first section reviews the relevant
literature that guides the research and reframes the central research questions. It be-
gins by presenting the theoretical framework of Laclau and Mouffe (1985), estab-
lishing the foundations for the discourse analysis undertaken. This section also ad-
dresses the politicisation of religion and populism, with a particular focus on
Laclau’s approach to populism. It further explores the intersection of populism and
religion, emphasising how religious rhetoric is woven into anti-elite narratives and
contributes to the formation of two types of populism: religious populism and iden-
titarian populism. The section also redefines the questions around the possibilities
and limits of dialogue within the context of religious populism, focusing on the role
of the Diyanet’s discourse in shaping or restricting dialogue within Turkish society
and between Turkey and external actors. The second section outlines the methodo-
logy employed in this study, detailing the material analysed, the analytical methods
adopted, and the process of analysis. This section emphasises the methodological
innovations introduced by the study, including thematic discourse analysis, co-oc-
currence analysis, and the specific focus on dialogue within religious populist dis-
course. The third section presents the results, highlighting recurring themes identi-
fied in the Diyanet’s sermons, with particular attention to how these themes con-
struct a binary opposition between ‘the people’ and their perceived enemies. It also
examines how these themes address the perceived cultural and value crisis in Turkey,
while critically analysing the possibilities for inclusive dialogue within the frame-
work of the Diyanet’s religious populism. The fourth section offers a detailed discus-
sion of the findings, connecting them to the relevant literature on religious popu-
lism, nationalism, and dialogue. This section situates the findings within the broader
political and cultural context of Turkey, analysing how the Diyanet’s discourse func-
tions to consolidate political hegemony while simultancously limiting the potential
for dialogue, both internally and externally. The final section addresses the limita-
tions of the study and offers recommendations for further research. This includes
suggestions for examining shifts in the Diyanet’s rhetoric over time, as well as ex-
tending the research to compare religious populism in other contexts and its impact
on interfaith and intercultural dialogue.
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Literature Review
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory

Laclau and Moufle’s discourse theory, articulated in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy
(1985), offers a poststructuralist framework for analyzing social and political phe-
nomena through the lens of discourse. In this context, discourse is understood as the
structured articulation of meaning within social practices, where meaning is not in-
trinsic but is instead constructed through the interaction of signifiers. Central to
their theory is the concept of hegemony, which denotes the contingent and provi-
sional dominance of particular discourses that achieve widespread legitimacy, often
obscuring underlying power dynamics and social antagonisms. Hegemony is estab-
lished by forming chains of equivalence among disparate social demands, thereby
constructing a collective identity or cause. Another pivotal concept is antagonism,
which reflects the inherently conflictual nature of social relations, wherein identities
are defined relationally through opposition to an external other. Laclau and Mouffe
further underscore the role of the political, understood as the site of contestation and
struggle over the dominance of competing discourses, where hegemonic projects
seek to solidify their authority. Their approach challenges essentialist conceptions of
identity, positing that identities are fluid, relational, and constantly rearticulated
within contingent and shifting discursive formations (worth mentioning is the work
of Jorgensen & Phillips 2002; Finlayson and Valentine 2002; Burr 1995; Askanius
and Mylonas 2015; Torfing 1999; Howarth, Norval, and Stavrakakis 2000; Nabers
2009; Townshend 2004).

The notion of populism

Understanding the relationship between religion and populism first requires a clear
definition of populism, despite its complexity. Yilmaz and Morieson (2021) offer a
comprehensive analysis, which this section adopts. Shils (1996) provided an early
minimal definition, characterising populism as the expression of popular discontent
against a ruling class perceived to monopolise power, property, and culture (Shils
1996, 100-101). He outlined three key elements: the sovereignty of ‘the people’
over their leaders, a direct relationship between ‘the people’ and their government,
and the alignment of the people’s will with justice and morality (Shils 1996, 98).
These ideas, while foundational, have sparked debates regarding whether populism is
a coherent ideology or merely a political practice (Gidron & Bonikowski 2013),
leading to various theoretical approaches. The ideational approach defines populism
as a set of ideas that divides society into two antagonistic groups: the pure people and
the corrupt elite, with politics reflecting the people’s general will (Mudde 2004, 543).
Some scholars argue populism lacks the depth of ideologies like socialism, branding
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it a thin-centred ideology that can merge with other political systems (de la Torre
2019, 7; Mudde 2004). Others, such as Yilmaz and Morieson (2021), view it as a
political style rather than an ideology. This contrasts with the strategic perspective,
which frames populism as a political strategy where leaders cultivate a direct, unme-
diated relationship with the peaple (Weyland 2001; 14. Barr 2009). Meanwhile, the
discursive approach, notably articulated by Laclau (2005), sees populism as a dialect-
ical practice that constructs the people in opposition to the elite, manifesting either
vertically or horizontally (De Cleen & Stavrakakis 2017). Ostiguy’s socio-cultural
approach to populism emphasises the distinction between high and low politics,
where populism aligns with the /ow by valorising the practices, language, and iden-
tity of ordinary people, in opposition to the formal, elitist norms of the high political
sphere (Ostiguy 2017). Lastly, Margaret Canovan offers another view, interpreting
populism as politics of faith aimed at countering the pragmatism of conventional
politics (Canovan 1999. 2002. 2004). Despite differences, these approaches are not
mutually exclusive, and populism’s relationship with religion can be studied within
cach. This paper, however, adopts the discourse theory approach, emphasising the
articulation of popular demands as antagonistic to dominant ideologies, with zhe
people emerging as a collective subject (Laclau 2005). Populist discourse thus be-
comes a site of contestation between he people and the elite (Laclau & Mouffe 1985;
Stavrakakis 1999), with charismatic leaders symbolising the unity of diverse de-
mands for change (Mouffe 2018, 70).

Religion and populism

When understood as a discursive framework, populism can incorporate religious
rhetoric into its anti-elitist narrative in various ways. The relationship between reli-
gion and populism is complex, with scholarly examination only gaining traction in
recent years. The election of Donald Trump and the Brexit referendum in 2016
heightened academic interest in populism (Yilmaz & Morieson 2021; Dieckhoff &
Portier 2023; Jaffrelot and Tillin 2017; Peker 2019. Roy 2016; Ziuquete 2017; Hadiz
2018. Yilmaz and Bashirov 2018). Despite this, the interaction between populism
and religious fundamentalism remains underexplored, with much of the research
focusing on the instrumentalisation of religion by European populist parties (Mar-
zouki et al. 2016), rather than the underlying causes of their interaction (Yilmaz &
Morieson 2021). Beyond Europe, figures such as Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, who merges populist rhetoric with Hindu nationalism (Iwanek 2018), and
Pakistan’s Imran Khan, who invokes a populist vision of an Islamic welfare state
(Hassan 2020), exemplify this fusion. Erdogan’s use of Islamist rhetoric to consolid-
ate power further illustrates this phenomenon (Yavuz & Oztiirk 2019; Yilmaz &
Bashirov 2018). Populism itself mirrors certain religious elements, particularly
through the sanctification of ‘the people” and their will, promising salvation to a
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Jaithful community (Yildiz & Morieson 2021). This is reinforced by the dualistic
portrayal of a virtuous people locked in a battle with corrupt elites, framing politics
as a moral struggle between good and evil. While religions like Islam and Christian-
ity are not inherently dualistic, fundamentalist interpretations often emphasise this
conflict, supporting populist narratives. Leaders in populist movements can take on
the role of saviours or prophets, reinforcing the idea of populism as sacralised politics
(DeHanas & Shterin 2018). Furthermore, populism secularises religious concepts
like final judgment and apocalypse, with crisis serving as a central feature of populist
discourse (Mofhitt 2016). Margaret Canovan (1999) draws compelling parallels
between populism and religion, describing populism as representing the redemptive
Jace of democracy, appealing through its promise of redeeming the people and creating
a better world (Canovan 1999, 8-19). Religion thus serves two critical functions in
populism: it adds a religious dimension to populism’s binary divisions (zbe people vs.
elites and the peaple vs. external enemies), and it fosters a sense of cultural crisis, ex-
ploiting fears of the other and resentment toward secular elites (Brubaker 2016;
McDonnell & Cabrera 2019). Consequently, two main forms of populism emerge:
religious populism, closely tied to organised religion, and identitarian populism,
where religion, as part of culture, defines #he people in opposition to their enemies.

Religious populism

Contemporary religious populism, despite theological and political differences, is
predominantly characterised by a conservative, fundamentalist dimension. This re-
flects a resistance to the disruptions caused by globalisation, marked by rationalism,
bureaucratic governance, pluralism, and the public—private divide. Religious tradi-
tions facing this modern world order tend to adopt one of three responses: with-
drawal, adaptation, or resistance. Yilmaz and Morieson (2021) argue that funda-
mentalism in contemporary religious populism is primarily rooted in resistance to
global norms, though it sometimes incorporates forced adaptation. Religious popu-
lism encompasses both political and public dimensions of organised religion, with
movements adopting explicit religious agendas (Hadiz 2018; Ziuquete 2017; Arato
& Cohen 2017; Ben-Porat et al. 2021). Zuquete (2017) identifies two dimensions:
overt politicisation of religion and the sacralisation of politics in secular contexts.
Religious populist movements often invoke sacred texts to legitimise political ac-
tions, using religious doctrine to justify their stance against elites. In the second di-
mension, politics take on a transcendent, sacred character, fostering group solidarity
and imbuing political life with religious meaning (de la Torre 2019). Religious popu-
lism spans various traditions. In Islam, examples include Indonesias GNPEF-MUI,
which frames justice through an Islamic lens in opposition to non-Muslim elites
(Hadiz 2018), the Iranian Revolution, which challenged secular elites (Alamdari
2005; Zaquete 2017), and Erdogan’s regime in Turkey, blending Islamism, national-
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ism, and populism (Yilmaz & Bashirov 2018; Tag 2020). In the US, Trump’s move-
ment, supported by evangelicals, exemplifies religious populism (Pally 2019). Simil-
arly, Hindu nationalism in India (McDonnell & Cabrera 2019) and the populist
Shas party in Israel, advocating for a Jewish state (Filc 2016), reflect this trend. Des-
pite diverse religious traditions, these examples share common characteristics: their
discourse centres around a religiously significant ‘people’ and constructs binary
chains of equivalence. On one side are the fzizhful or the nation, representing virtue:
on the other, secular elites embodying evil. These movements oppose secularism and
promote a greater role for religion in governance.

Identitarian populism

Identitarian populism superficially resembles religious populism but does not seck to
govern based on religious teachings or impose religious doctrines on society (Yilmaz
& Morieson 2021; Vollaard 2013; Marzouki & McDonnell 2016; Roy 2013; Cre-
mer 2023; Kurfiirst et al. 2024. Azmanova and Dakwar 2019). Instead, it categorises
society using religion as a marker of cultural or national identity, often in secular
contexts. Both forms of populism share a reliance on civilisationalism, which integ-
rates populist in-group and out-group distinctions through religious identities
(Brubaker 2017). A substantial body of literature addresses Christian identitarian
populism in Western Europe, where Christianity has been secularised and privatised,
becoming a component of European identity with nationalist undertones (Vollaard
2013; Roy 2013; Marzouki & McDonnell 2016; Apahideanu 2014). Olivier Roy
(2013) notes that secular right-wing populists use Christian rhetoric to define zbe
people against the others, primarily in religious terms, with Christianity functioning
as a sacred codeword for a secular, liberal order distinct from Islam. However, this
literature largely focuses on Europe and the West, leaving regions like the Middle
East and Asia under-researched in terms of identitarian populism. It remains unclear
whether identitarian populism can manifest among non-Western societies, where
religion is often perceived as inherently religious rather than secular. This gap invites
further exploration.

The case of Turkey

The AKP of Turkey, after an initial period of reformist governance, transitioned into
a model of authoritarian religious populism post-2011, increasingly emphasising
majoritarianism as a fundamental democratic criterion (Ozen 2020). This shift al-
lowed the AKP to politicise entrenched social divisions, offering moral and political
leadership to those marginalised by the secular Kemalist establishment. Through the
construction of a populist dichotomy between the pegple and the Kemalist elite, Er-
dogan fostered new collective identities around a victimised majority, particularly
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appealing to rural and lower-income Turks, emphasising his connection to ordinary
citizens by portraying himself as ‘one of us’ (bizden biri) and the ‘neighborhood
lad’ (mahalle delikanlisz) (Aktoprak 2015). Simultancously, Erdogan presented him-
self as the head of the national family and the embodiment of the national will
(White 2017), further cementing his populist image.

As the AKP gradually dismantled the secular Kemalist establishment, the party shif-
ted from left-wing to right-wing populism, adopting neo-Ottomanism and Islamist
elements. This transformation was most pronounced following the Gezi protests in
2013 and the failed coup in 2016, with Erdogan’s rhetoric increasingly framing the
West as the external enemy and linking it to secular internal foes within Turkey
(Tepe & Chekirova 2022). The West, depicted as the historical and cultural ad-
versary of the Muslim ummah, became a central figure in Erdogan’s populist narrat-
ive, allowing the AKP to portray its struggle as not just a national one, but a defence
of Islam itself. This shift to an Islamic populist framework was also evidenced by the
party’s growing Euro-scepticism, as it redefined its relationship with the European
Union, moving from an initial pro-EU stance to one of antagonism (Kaya, Robert &
Tecmen 2020).

Key to the dissemination of this new populist narrative has been the Directorate of
Religious Affairs (the Diyanet), which evolved into a politicised arm of the AKP,
particularly after 2010 under the leadership of Mehmet Gormez, and later Ali Erbag
(Yilmaz & Albayrak 2021). Initially tasked with maintaining a secular state-sanc-
tioned version of Islam, the Diyanet under the AKP increasingly aligned itself with
the government’s agenda, promoting a Turkish-Islamic synthesis and reinforcing the
party’s populist, religious rhetoric (Yilmaz & Erturk 2021). This role intensified fol-
lowing the failed coup of 2016, with the Diyanet’s Friday sermons emerging as a crit-
ical tool for legitimising the AKP’s authoritarian policies and mobilising the public
against both internal and external enemies of Islam (Yilmaz, Demir & Morrieson
2021). Through these sermons, Erdogan’s political opposition — particularly secular
and liberal factions — were framed as collaborators with a broader Western conspir-
acy against Turkey and Islam. The glorification of martyrdom and sacrifice, especially
following the 2016 coup, became central themes, further intertwining religion with
Erdogan’s populist narrative (Yilmaz & Bashirov 2018).

The AKP’s instrumentalisation of religion, particularly through the Diyanet, has
reinforced its populist discourse, with historical references to the Ottoman Empire
and Islam serving as key tools for mobilising support. Erdogan juxtaposes the per-
ceived failures of the secular Kemalist republic with an idealised Ottoman past, posi-
tioning himself as a saviour capable of reviving Turkiye’s Islamic identity and restor-
ing its former greatness (Fernandes & Carvalhais 2018). Through this narrative, Er-
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dogan has succeeded in merging populism with Islamism, creating a powerful ideo-
logical framework that continues to shape Turkish politics and society (Yilmaz
2005; Ozden & Yilmaz 2016; Yilmaz & Erturk 2021; Yilmaz and Albayrak 2022;
Yilmaz & Albayrak 2021). This study extends these discussions by exploring how the
Diyanet’s rhetoric navigates the possibilities and limits of dialogue, an area often
overlooked in populism studies.

Methodology

The version of discourse analysis selected for this study, linked to the discourse the-
ory of Laclau & Moulfle, falls within the first category due to its theoretical orienta-
tion. Data sources include hutbe (Friday sermons) published by Turkey’s Diyanet
(Directorate of Religious Affairs). Access to these texts was obtained through the
official website (https://diyanet.gov.tr/tr-TR), where sermons are posted weekly. For
analytical precision, the Turkish versions were chosen despite translations being
available. The data spans from January 1, 2021, to February 10, 2023, totalling 115
pages. Utilising systematic discourse analysis, the aim is to study how discourse con-

structs the reality in question. Initial steps included careful reading of the texts for
comprehension, followed by interpretative reading to identify underlying patterns
and themes. Due to the study’s English language context, reliable Turkish—Greek
dictionaries were employed for accurate translation of the data, with attention paid
to cultural differences reflected in language and the translation of religious terms.
This study approached the research field with Laclau and Mouffe’s theory as a con-
ceptual framework, leading to the identification and interpretation of relevant data
considering the research questions.

Analysis

Friday sermons in Turkey cover a wide spectrum of topics, encompassing religious
practices, Islamic values and teachings, the observance of both religious and national
holidays, and commentary on contemporary events such as terrorist attacks and nat-
ural disasters. A distinctive feature of these sermons is their introduction, which typ-
ically begins with a verse from the Qur’an or a hadith. This serves as a pivotal re-
minder to the congregation that the ensuing discourse is rooted in authoritative reli-
gious texts — primarily the Qur’an, the principal source of Islamic jurisprudence, and
hadith and Sunnah, considered indispensable for the faithful practice of Islam (Erri-
hani 2011). This introduction establishes a foundational premise for the sermon’s
religious discourse, suggesting limited scope for deliberation or critical engagement
within public spaces such as mosques when the sermon is based on these canonical
texts. Consequently, the language of the Friday sermon carries an inherent linguistic
tradition linked to Islamic worship, distinct from the more dialogical or consultative
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discourse found in other religious practices, such as Da'wa (literally meaning invita-
tion, referring to proselytising efforts aimed at reform or conversion to Islam), where
the content is open to interpretation and debate.

The sermonic discourse employed during Friday prayers is characterised by straight-
forward, accessible language intended to resonate with the average Muslim congreg-
ant. It makes use of everyday vocabulary, frequently employing first-person plural
(we) and third-person plural (they) pronouns to foster a collective identity among
the listeners. Furthermore, the sermonic style tends to be illustrative, employing a
range of rhetorical techniques such as direct speech, rhetorical questions, and anec-
dotes drawn from the life of the Prophet Muhammad and other key figures within
Islamic tradition. The sermonic content is often reinforced through metaphors and
examples drawn from daily life, enhancing its relatability, and reinforcing its doc-
trinal messages. Despite its straightforwardness, this language remains steeped in
religious authority, eschewing the consultative nature of other forms of religious dis-
course in favour of a more prescriptive and didactic tone. This distinction under-
scores the sermon’s role as a vehicle for religious instruction rather than a forum for

public theological debate.

The findings are organised into key thematic areas: the construction of ‘the people,
the antagonistic binaries framing ‘the elite’ and ‘enemies of the people’ (referring as
well to the globalisation and value crisis), and the role of dialogue.

The construction of ‘the people’

Given that populism constitutes a dialectical practice that constructs both the
people and the clite, it is essential to examine how the concept of halk (people) is
constructed within the present material. While halk is pivotal to populism, and in-
deed the discourse of the Friday sermons is evidently structured around it, instances
of its conflation with other key concepts emerge, which are significant for this ana-
lysis. Initially, halk is equated with the notion of millet or ulus (nation), a vacant sig-
nifier that serves as a unifying factor for heterogencous social demands, aiming for a
universal representation of zhe pesple. The Diyanet endeavours to ascribe its own
meaning to millet, establishing new boundaries that seck to exclude various identit-
ies conflicting with it, thereby hindering the construction of the utopian society envi-
sioned through the sermons’” discourse: a compliant society of individuals governed
by a state-controlled (perhaps even fanatical) Islam. The establishment of these new
boundaries effectively diminishes the significance that milles held within the existing
rhetoric of the Turkish state, aligning it, in essence, with the particular meaning of
iimmet (ummah, community of believers). Consequently, religion emerges as a cri-
terion for participation, utilising a well-established folk tradition within Turkish
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society that defines ‘millet’” as an ethno-religious unity. The concept of zmmet be-
comes a prominent element through which the temporary stability of the meaning
of halk is achieved and forms part of the rhetorical struggle for hegemony.

Moreover, the sermons link national identity to religious symbols, especially during
commemorative occasions. For instance, on March 12, 2021, the sermon dedicated
to the Turkish National Anthem reflects this intertwining: ‘Our National Anthem
mirrors the Spirit of the following Quranic verse: “Do not weaken and do not grieve,
and you will be superior if you are [true] believers.” The Anthem teaches the purpose
of our existence, who we are, and how we will continue to exist. (Din Hizmetleri
Genel Miidiirliigii Tiirkee 2021). The notion of zmmet serves as a refuge amidst cor-
ruption, terrorism, oppression, polytheism, and ephemeral earthly pleasures. It sym-
bolises Hakikat (Truth) in a world of falsehood. It embodies the force of lyilik
(Goodness) in a world where the forces of Ser (Evil) besiege the Islamic geography.

The sense of belonging to both millet and simmet is depicted as akin to a familial
bond, with halk, millet and simmet being defined as one family — the family of the
Prophet — that must remain united. This iman kardesligi (brotherhood in faith) is
surrounded by significant threats: sectarianism, racism, and terrorism. In striving to
restore the Islamic civilisation to its glorious old days, to re-establish the asr-z saader
(Age of Happiness), and to prevent the spilling of Muslim blood and the division of
Muslims, the sermon urges believers to unite and transform I into we, the people
working towards Muslim unity. The sermons endeavour to instil a sense of unity and
reconstruct the consciousness of the people, who must collaborate within a common
ideal to revive the illustrious days of Islamic civilisation.

From the above excerpts, we can discern how halk is delineated. Through populist
rhetoric, a Muslim identity is constructed, inspired by the folk traditions of Islam.
The principal characteristic attributed to them is that of miéminler (believers), which
concurrently establishes a chain of equivalences with the giigsizler (the weak), yanlss
anlagilmiglar (the misunderstood), magdurlar (the victimised), kimsesizler (the
abandoned), and ezinler (the oppressed). These descriptors hark back to the era of
the Kemalist elite, when the institutions, perceptions, mentalities, and behaviours of
the state authorities were markedly different. Kemalism sought to forge a new col-
lective identity for Turkey, steering it toward modernisation and Westernisation
while simultaneously disregarding the significant resistance from a substantial por-
tion of the Turkish populace. The current regime, capitalising on this oversight, fab-
ricates a utopian reality wherein the will of the people is now heeded. Those histor-
ically expelled by the Kemalist regime for their religious beliefs, having been op-
pressed and abandoned by the state, now hold a significant position within the exist-
ing system.
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Finally, the Diyanet places considerable emphasis on the cultural aspect of Turkish
Muslim identity. Islam is aligned with a culture of compassion (merhamet medeni-
yeti). Within this culture and tradition, the concept of sehirlik (martyrdom) holds
particular significance. The regime exploits sacred norms of religion to mobilise na-
tionalist sentiments. The term zmmet is not merely employed to refer to Muslim
communities and believers; it carries a nationalist and political dimension. The halk
refers to a unified political, religious, and ethnic identity, which is wielded by the
regime to forge a political consciousness and a politically active community of be-
lievers.

The concept of elite and enemies of the people (global-
isation and value crisis)

The Friday sermons rhetorically construct vertical and horizontal binaries regarding
dichotomies that are situated within a broader cultural dimension. Initially, a vertical
competitive relationship is observed between the simple, nationalistic, and religious
people and a Kemalist judicial, political, and cultural e/ite, which has systematically
failed to incorporate a variety of social demands from the people. Consequently,
these demands have transformed into a chain of equivalences, leading to a populist
rupture and a shift in the AKP’s trajectory from a politics of cooperation to one of
exclusion, characterised by the hardening of religious orthodoxies and a resistance to
the new world order threatened by globalisation. The material presents various ex-
cerpts emphasising the error made by the pro-Western clite in integrating Western
elements into its culture:

Excerpt 10: ‘Muslims who maintain their identity do not get lost in
the vortex of popular culture. They do not adopt the lifestyles of other
cultures without serious reflection. They do not accept symbols, forms
of entertainment, attitudes, or behaviours that do not align with our
faith or authentic tradition. They are fully aware that such actions
erode the Muslim identity and alienate society and future generations
from their religion, history, and values. They are not blind to the fact
that many cultures that have vanished from history first lost their
faith and values before losing their culture, literature, and
art. (17/12/2021) (Din Hizmetleri Genel Mudiirliigii Tiirkge 2021a)

Excerpt 11: ‘Let us all cooperate to ensure that we do not become
captives of foreign cultures. Let us not forget that no nation can rise
with the values of another society. (23/12/2022) (Din Hizmetleri
Genel Mudiirligi Tirkge 2022)

156



Religion and Populism: The Paradigm of Turkey’s Diyanet

These excerpts are indicative of the rhetorical construction of a cultural crisis for
which the e/ite is responsible, as it allowed elements of foreign culture to invade the
daily life of the people, eroding the Islamic values and principles that the regime
strives to preserve. A striking example is the extensive use of social media. Particu-
larly following the Gezi movement, social media became an active target in the ser-
mons. Through these sermons, the Diyanet attempted to create the perception that
it is a problematic and dangerous medium and that the government is justified in
censoring and banning it. For instance:

Excerpt 12: “We have lost ourselves in the lure of the virtual world. We
cannot safeguard moral integrity on digital platforms, nor can we up-
hold the rights of individuals and the law. We have become captives of
computers, tablets, and smartphones.’ (10/12/2021) (Din Hizmetleri
Genel Midiirliigi Tiirkge 2021b)

Excerpt 13: “We live in an era where the digital world is developing at
a dizzying pace [...]

However, we also see that the lifestyle it inspires is based on desire,
greed, consumerism, and individualism. (20/05/2022)(Din Hiz-
metleri Genel Mudurligi Turkge 2022a)

Therefore, this crisis also constitutes a crisis of values. The lifestyle of the e/ize di-
verges from the values that the state seeks to instil in the people. The progressive elite
contributes to a ‘rapid increase in cultural alienation’ (23/12/2022), during which
‘values degenerate and disbelief is rampant.” (15/10/2021) (Din Hizmetleri Genel
Midiirligi Tiirkge 2021c¢)

Simultaneously, the horizontal competitive relationships constructed by the populist
discourse are noteworthy: the people against political, religious, and class enemies.
The enemy (diigman) is a floating signifier that allows for the shifting of the boundar-
ies of meaning. The enemy is constructed with multiple identities: on one hand,
Christian, atheist, heretic, polytheist. These are combined into a category termed
‘unbeliever’ (k4fir). The unbeliever constructs another chain of equivalence with the
liar (yalanc), the hypocrite (zanadiqa), the ‘rebel’ (isyanci), and the traitor (bain).
The enemy constitutes a genuine ontological threat to the ‘people’, whom the Diy-
anet warns. The battle against the enemy is a battle against Evil:

Excerpt 14: “...the terrorist organisations and the forces of Evil behind
them will never be able to harm our unity, solidarity, and brother-
hood” (12/03/2021) (Din Hizmetleri Genel Midiirligii Tiirkge
2021)
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Throughout the sermons, the enemy gradually becomes personified. Among the un-
desirable groups demonised by the AKP government, the Giilen Movement (Giilen
hareketi), or what the Turkish Government refers to as FETO (Fethullah¢i Teror Or-
giitii), serves as a significant example. In the sermons of the Diyanet, the Giilen
Movement is always portrayed as zhe other — as enemies of the regime and the
people, as ‘traitors’ and ‘collaborators’ with external foes and ‘crusaders. The regime,
through the instrumentalisation of the Diyanet’s sermons — and ultimately of Islam
— calls upon the pure people to fight against internal enemies. The Diyanet periodic-
ally promoted hate rhetoric against the movement and its followers in Friday ser-
mons, attempting to dissociate the movement from Islam and exclude them from the
zimmet, arguing that they exploit religion:

Excerpt 15: This organisation, which is a network of treachery, aimed
at our independence and future... Let us not forget that FETO used
the high truths of Islam for its own benefit. It distorted the funda-
mental values and concepts of our religion. It exploited the religious
feelings of our people. It never shied away from sowing the seeds of
discord among us and causing turmoil by presenting themselves as
true Muslims. (09/07/2021) (Din Hizmetleri Genel Midiirligi
Tiirkge 2021d)

The vehement criticism of the Giilen movement in the sermons of the Diyanet refers
to the role they played in orchestrating the coup attempt in July 2016:

Excerpt 16: “This treacherous network, FETO, was discovered to have
devised terrible conspiracies to turn brothers against one another. It
worked to alienate our youth from their families. It made efforts to
eradicate from their hearts any sense of love for the homeland, na-
tional consciousness, and the awareness of zmmer. (15/07/2022)
(Din Hizmetleri Genel Midiirligii Tiirkge 2022b)

The struggle against this conspiracy coalition acquires another dimension: it is a
struggle against falsehood. Through the sermons, a moral narrative is presented that
the suppression of the coup attempt was ‘a victory of truth over falsehood on July 15°
(09/07/2021) (Din Hizmetleri Genel Mudiirliigii Tiirkge 2021d).

The sermons have further constructed a competitive dichotomy between Islamic and
Western civilisation, presenting Turkey as the defender of Islamic civilisation against
the Crusader West. As Turkey severed its ties with the West and adopted a more Is-
lamic, conservative, and nationalist foreign policy — effectively acting as a represent-
ative of the entire Islamic world — the Diyanet also adopted a similar rhetoric, fram-
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ing the relationship between the Islamic realm and the rest of the world in terms of
exploitation, oppression, and an endless conflict between good and evil.

It is asserted that the West maintains liberal democracy in its countries while West-
ern ‘crusaders, those who feed on fear and blood” (21/05/2021) (Din Hizmetleri
Genel Miudiirligii Tirkge 2021¢), wage war abroad and commit atrocities around
the world, targeting Muslims. According to this worldview, the West represents ag-
gression, oppression, and occupation. The narrative is further reinforced by a con-
spiratorial perspective that the West, along with, for the most part, those who do not
belong to the zmmet, secks to subjugate all Muslims. The struggle is waged against
Western imperialism, which continues to launch relentless attacks. This narrative
appeals to a strong sense of collective injustice against Muslims, primarily framed by
the foreign policy and aggressive schemes of the West aimed at dividing, weakening,
and subjugating Muslims. The narrative of aggression from both the ‘internal en-
emies’ of Turkey and the West significantly contributes to legitimising secular power
against these destructive evil forces. It is implied that secular power possesses the
endorsement and support of religious authorities — and perhaps even of Allah him-

self.
The role of dialogue

A distinctive focus of this study is the exploration of the potential for dialogue with-
in the Diyanet’s sermons. While these sermons often invoke the concepts of unity
and collaboration within the Islamic ummah, they exhibit a limited capacity for fos-
tering meaningful dialogue, either across sociopolitical divides or with other reli-
gious groups. Instead, the sermonic language primarily positions ‘the people’ in a
defensive posture, emphasising a sense of victimhood and moral superiority over
perceived ‘others’ This rhetoric constructs a moral dichotomy between the virtuous,
oppressed Muslim population and the corrupt, foreign, or secular elite, reinforcing a
Manichean worldview in which dialogue becomes an afterthought, overshadowed by
an imperative for ideological purity and unity.

For instance, the December 17, 2021 sermon explicitly warns against the adoption
of Western lifestyles, stating, ‘Muslims who maintain their identity do not get lost in
the vortex of popular culture. They do not adopt the lifestyles of other cultures
without serious reflection.” This passage frames cultural exchange as a danger to Is-
lamic identity, positioning foreign influences not as opportunities for constructive
engagement but as threats that must be resisted. By constructing the West and its
cultural norms as an adversary to Islamic values, the sermon marginalises any poten-
tial for dialogue with Western societies or secular factions within Turkey, reinforcing
an inward-looking, exclusionary narrative. This aligns with Moffitt’s (2016) argu-
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ment that populist movements, particularly those with a religious foundation, often
amplify perceived or real crises to justify exclusionary practices, particularly when
confronted with external ideologies or internal dissent.

In contrast, within the Islamic #mmabh, the sermons do attempt to promote a form
of unity, but this unity is fundamentally limited and conditional. For example, calls
for ‘transforming / into we’” encourage believers to transcend individualistic concerns
and work collectively toward shared goals, such as the restoration of the ‘golden age’
of Islamic civilisation. However, this collective identity is framed within the narrow
boundaries of the state’s vision of faith and national identity. The rhetorical appeal to
solidarity is not an invitation for pluralistic dialogue or inclusivity; rather, it is an
imposition of uniformity within the ummah that excludes dissenting voices or al-
ternative interpretations of Islam. Unity, in this context, is contingent upon con-
formity to the state-sanctioned religious and cultural narrative. This not only stifles
dialogue within the Muslim community but also further marginalises those who do
not align with the AKP’s ideological stance, including secular and other religious
minorities.

Thus, while the sermons rhetorically promote unity within the ummabh, they do so in
a way that undermines genuine dialogue. The emphasis on ideological and cultural
purity — along with the portrayal of external threats — limits the space for construct-
ive exchange, both within Turkish society and internationally. The discourse of the
Diyanet, in this sense, reflects the paradox of populism, which, as Canovan (1999)
and Mofhtt (2016) argue, simultancously mobilises collective identities around a
sense of shared crisis and moral clarity, while foreclosing opportunities for pluralism

and dialogue.
Discussion

This paper examines the interrelationship between religion and secularism within
the discourse of Friday sermons issued by Turkey’s Diyanet, utilising Ernesto Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe’s theory of discourse. Laclau and Mouffe’s framework posits
that discourse constructs and re-signifies social reality, shaping subjects’ mental
worlds through a dynamic interplay of signifiers. In this context, the Diyanet’s dis-
course acts as what Askanius and Mylonas (2015, 60) refer to as a ‘productive power,
actively reconstituting identities and breaking through pre-existing knowledge and
subjectivities. The findings of this study highlight the nuanced and strategic use of
religious populism in the Diyanet’s sermons, offering insights into how religion is
instrumentalised to sustain political hegemony. The analysis underscores several key
dimensions of this discourse, including the construction of collective identities, the
management of perceived crises, and the framing of dialogue.
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The analysis reveals that the Diyanet structures key signifiers — such as people, nation,
timmet, elite, and enemy — through a process of redefinition, transforming these signs
into temporary ‘moments’ in Laclau and Mouffe’s terminology. Notably, the term
‘people’ functions as a nodal point, anchoring other signifiers within a broader
cthno-religious context, although it seldom appears explicitly in sermons. Instead,
the terms ‘nation” and ‘@mmer’ are used synonymously with ‘people’, with ‘nation’
being stripped of its secular connotations and ‘zimmet’ of its exclusively religious and
transnational meanings. Both are re-signified as components of a unified ethno-reli-
gious identity.

The Diyanet’s discourse responds to a perceived cultural crisis, attributed to a depar-
ture from Islamic values and the influence of Western lifestyles. By redefining these
key concepts, the Diyanet constructs an ethno-religious identity in which the
‘people’ are represented as faithful Turkish Muslims. This rhetorical strategy serves to
establish political boundaries, ultimately aiming to achieve hegemony over compet-
ing discourses, particularly those associated with an #nfidel elite and external enemies.
Through this discourse, the Diyanet secks to align the majority — those identified as
the people — with the state’s nationalist and religious ideologies.

The Diyanet’s discourse leverages the logic of equivalence to create a binary opposi-
tion between the faithful people and the faithless elite, including both internal en-
emies, such as the Giilen movement, and external threats, notably the West. At the
same time, the logic of difference attempts to unify the diverse political identities
within zhe people by emphasising shared national and religious consciousness. This
tactic reflects the potential for hegemonic discourse, as described by Howarth, Nor-
val, and Stavrakakis (2000), where a threatening external environment serves as a
unifying force.

The discourse further constructs the identity of #he people by defining the other in
religious terms (unbelievers, heretics), ethnic terms (traitors), cultural terms (those
who threaten Islamic traditions), and political terms (terrorists). Notably, while ex-
isting literature often highlights racial distinctions in defining the ozher, the Diy-
anet’s sermons omit this dimension, focusing instead on religious and cultural mark-
ers of difference. In sum, the Diyanet’s discourse aims to establish a hegemonic in-
terpretation of reality, fostering a unified ethno-religious identity amidst ongoing
cultural and political crises.

Apart from the above, before analysing the issue of populist discourse, we should
refer to the prevalence of religious discourse in Turkey. For a long period of time,
since the establishment of the democratic Turkish State, secularism was an issue of
deep concern in Turkish society. The Kemalist authorities actively sought to relegate
religion to the margins, and to confine it to the private sphere. This led to resent-
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ment from a large number of Turkish citizens, who, as mentioned in the previous
section, are described in the sermons as weak, misunderstood, victimised, aban-
doned by the state, oppressed. This indignation was exploited by the present regime
and led to the reintroduction of religious discourse into the public sphere, a tend-
ency Casanova (1994) calls the re-politicisation of religion. Religious discourse has
constructed new political spaces of contestation in Turkey, and an antagonism that is
crucial for the formation of new political identities. As in many Middle Eastern
countries, the rise of political Islam in Turkey has been a notable trend since the late
1970s. In Turkey, as we saw in a previous section, it never gained a monopoly of
power, but was a key part of important movements in the country’s political life.
One could, of course, argue that due to the use of strongly religious and nationalist
discourse, for example in sermons, by the existing regime, there is an attempt to gain
a monopoly of power as a result of the regime’s increasingly authoritarian disposi-
tion, including more thorough control over the Diyanet.

Of course, the main concern of this paper is, firstly, whether the Diyanet’s discourse
is populist or not. Based on the criteria set by Laclau (2005), as discussed in the ana-
lysis section, the discourse is populist, as we find in it the focal point that is zhe
people, and the existence of an antagonistic dipole, a chain of equivalence. The dis-
course claims to express the popular will against an establishment, an elite, which for
so many years has undermined its satisfaction (Stavrakakis 2015). The people emerge
as a collective actor whose demands cannot be addressed in isolation by the state and
are aggregated in an equivalent chain, which led to a populist rupture. Of course,
Laclau, in his later work, posits more the logic of equivalence as a central component
of any populist discourse. The central reference to the signifier ‘people’ is replaced by
the production of empty signifiers in general. Despite the criticism this position has
received, in the present research we have to admit that there may be a basis for it. It
has been observed that the empty signifiers of ‘nation’ and ‘“émmer’ are identified
with the meaning of ‘people’ in a multitude of sermon points, and chains of equival-
ence with these signifiers are created, with the result that they can gradually be
treated as focal points. Are we, however, reaching the point of discussing a populism
without a people? Perhaps.

The relationship between religion and populism, as evidenced in the analysis of Fri-
day sermons, proves to be complex and multifaceted. Populism within these ser-
mons, as Yilmaz and Morieson (2021) suggest, sacralises the people and their will,
offering a vision of a faithful community seeking salvation. A clear Manichacan di-
chotomy is present, where Good is locked in perpetual conflict with Evil, framing
the world in terms of a constant struggle between light and darkness. The study af-
firms existing literature, particularly Brubaker (2016) and McDonnell and Cabrera
(2019), which highlights religion’s role in adding a third dimension to populism,
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constructing ‘the people’ as an ethno-religious entity. Additionally, populist dis-
course intensifies perceptions of a cultural crisis by demonising infidels, whether do-
mestic or foreign.

However, the literature on the intersection of religion and populism remains lim-
ited, particularly concerning Turkey. While scholars like Yavuz and Oztiirk (2019)
and Yilmaz and Bashirov (2018) offer valuable insights, they predominantly focus
on Erdogan’s rhetoric, often neglecting other influential sources such as the Diyanet
sermons and state-controlled media. Furthermore, populism is typically examined
cither as an ideology or a style, rather than as a discursive strategy — a gap that future
research should address.

In examining religious populism, we observe key features as described by scholars
like de la Torre (2015), Hadiz (2018), and Zuquete (2017): the politicisation of reli-
gion, resistance to globalisation, the legitimation of authority through religious
texts, and the construction of a dualistic narrative of Good versus Evil. Using Laclau’s
framework, the central signifier of the people in these sermons is imbued with reli-
gious meaning, creating two chains of equivalence: the virtuous believers and the
secular, atheist e/ites who embody Evil. The present rather reclusive regime, accord-
ing to the existing literature, exploited the existing rift between the victimised people
and the Kemalist political establishment, and added as a constant enemy the aggress-
ive West.

The results of this paper do not contradict the studies on the AKP party and its
populism. Indeed, the speech of the party, which is in full harmony with the speech
of the sermons, constructs a people, whose identity is national and Islamic-Ottoman.
Throughout the course of the sermons, the way the author extols the victories of the
past and the role of Islam in them creates a sense of revival of the glorious past. At
the same time, the concept of martyrdom and sacrifice for the homeland occupies an
important place in the discourse of the Diyanet, a topic that has been analysed quite
thoroughly by Yilmaz & Bashirov (2018).

However, elements of identitarian populism are also discernible (Vollard 2013; Mar-
zouki and McDonnell 2016; Roy 2013): social categorisation based on religion, dir-
ectly aligned with Islamic culture and the nation, which is theoretically characterised
as secular. Based on the findings of this paper, however, one could consider the dis-
tinction between religious and identity populism unnecessary. Their common ele-
ments, such as the cultural and nationalist element, are more than their differences.

The Diyanet’s sermons demonstrate how religious populist discourse constructs a
collective identity that aligns religious values with nationalist narratives. By redefin-
ing terms such as “mmet’ and ‘millef, the sermons establish a sense of unity that
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transcends traditional boundaries between religion and nation. This rearticulation
reflects Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) concept of hegemonic discourse, wherein diverse
demands are synthesised under a common banner.

However, this unity is achieved through exclusionary practices that marginalise
those who do not conform to the regime’s ethno-religious ideal. Internal dissenters,
such as the Giilen Movement, and external adversaries, such as Western powers, are
framed as existential threats to this collective identity. This strategy not only consol-
idates in-group solidarity but also justifies authoritarian measures under the guise of
protecting national and religious values.

Populism thrives on crises, both real and manufactured (Mofhitt 2016). The Diy-
anet’s sermons exemplify this by framing globalisation, cultural change, and opposi-
tion movements as threats to Islamic and national integrity. The depiction of the
West as a cultural aggressor taps into historical grievances, fostering a narrative of
collective victimhood that resonates deeply with the Turkish populace. This crisis
framing serves multiple purposes. Domestically, it delegitimises opposition by asso-
ciating dissent with external threats. Internationally, it positions Turkey as a defender
of Islamic civilisation against Western imperialism. This dual narrative enhances the
AKP’s domestic and global appeal, reinforcing its authoritarian grip on power.

Lastly, while the Diyanet’s sermons advocate for unity within the Muslim ummah,
they exhibit a limited capacity for broader dialogue. Internally, calls for solidarity are
contingent on adherence to a state-sanctioned vision of Islam, leaving little room for
diversity within the faith. Externally, the sermons construct rigid binaries that
hinder engagement with non-Muslim or Western actors. This ambivalence high-
lights the dual role of religious populism as both a unifying and polarising force. As
De Cleen and Stavrakakis (2017) observe, populist rhetoric often oscillates between
inclusion and exclusion, depending on the strategic needs of the moment. In the case
of the Diyanet, this oscillation reflects the regime’s broader political objectives, pri-
oritising control over genuine dialogue.

Conclusion

This study has analysed the role of the Diyanet’s Friday sermons in constructing and
sustaining religious populism in Turkey. Drawing on Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse
theory, the analysis reveals how the sermons construct hegemonic identities, frame
crises, and navigate the possibilities and limits of dialogue. By redefining terms such
as ‘zimmet’ and ‘millet, the sermons align religious values with nationalist narratives,
creating a unified yet exclusionary vision of zhe people. The findings contribute to the
growing scholarship on religious populism by addressing underexplored dimensions,
such as the role of dialogue and the intersection of globalisation and cultural iden-
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tity. They also highlight the limitations of the Diyanet’s discourse, particularly in its
reliance on antagonistic binaries that hinder inclusivity and democratic engagement.
In conclusion, the Diyanet’s sermons exemplify the strategic use of religious popu-
lism to sustain political hegemony, offering valuable lessons for scholars and policy-
makers alike. As religious populism continues to shape global politics, understanding
its dynamics will remain crucial for addressing its challenges and fostering more in-
clusive societies.

In the present research we cannot claim that we have reached a theoretical satura-
tion. One significant limitation of this paper is the time frame within which the ana-
lysis was conducted. The study focuses on a specific period, limiting the scope of the
findings to the discursive practices and political climate of that time. Given the dy-
namic nature of political and religious discourse, particularly in Turkey, the conclu-
sions drawn may not fully account for shifts that occurred before or after the period
of analysis. This temporal constraint restricts the ability to observe long-term trends,
changes in the Diyanet’s rhetoric, or evolving relationships between religion, popu-
lism, and identity politics. Future research could extend this study to include a lon-
gitudinal analysis, providing deeper insights into the ongoing development of reli-
gious populism in Turkey. There are still issues within the data that can be studied in
detail in future research. To begin with, the present source, namely the Friday ser-
mons, is suitable for a more thorough study of several topics: the position of women
in the current regime, the concept of jihad and martyrdom, Islamic culture and the
influx of Western elements into it, the influence of globalisation in religion and so
on. Secondly, the research regarding populism and religion would be more complete
if a comparison was made between the sermons before and after the coup attempt of
the year 2016, which is a change in the way the current regime governs. Finally, it
would be interesting to examine the concept of transnational populism and, there-
fore, the way #mmet is constructed in the discourse of sermons.
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Minorities: Cases of Christian and Muslim
Minorities in India
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Abstract: Linking populism to religion helps populists and populist parties to turn religion
into a divisive instrument for consolidating power in societies, such as India, in which reli-
gion already plays an important socio-political role. This article examines how Hindu reli-
gious populism is weaponised against Christian and Muslim minorities in the north Indian
district of Varanasi. How do ‘religion” and ‘populism’ align and interact to inform the ima-
ging and remaking of Hindu politics and nation and the ‘othering’ of religious minorities?
Drawing on themes of ‘Hindu nationalism} ‘populism), ‘ontological insecurity’ and ‘secular-
ism, this study investigates the under-researched topic of religious populism and its link with
Hindu nationalism and its human rights impact on religious minorities. Specifically, this
paper examines what the human rights implications are of Hindu religious populism for
Christian and Muslim religious minorities in India, and its interaction with Indian secular-
ism. The research addresses these questions by revisiting archival material and scholarship
and conducting interviews with Christian and Muslim minorities and Hindu nationalists in
the district of Varanasi in north India. It tests theoretical intuitions and analytical lenses that
emerged during field work (2019/2022) in north India. It examines how, in marginalising
religious minorities, and by creating a divisive binary and ontological insecurity among the
Hindu majority, right-wing Hindu nationalist populism sacralises ‘the Hindu people’ by
appealing to Hinduism, thereby weakening secularism, which protects the rights of religious
minorities and allows them to maintain their distinct religious rituals and heritage such as
churches and mosques. Insights from this research will contribute to theorising Hindu reli-
gious populism and its interaction with Indian secularism in the protection of Christian and
Muslim minorities.
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Introduction

Populism is a political ideology that espouses the principle of majority rule, which
may be perceived as detrimental to the interests of minority groups. Consequently,
the religion of minorities may be subjected to discrimination by the majority, which
could have significant implications for their human rights (DeHanas and Shterin
2018). In India, a secular state, the persecution of Christian and Muslim minorities
has reached a critical stage under the far-right Hindu Prime Minister, Narendra
Modi (Human Rights Watch 2022; Democracy Report 2022). There is a substantial
body of evidence attesting to the vandalisation of churches, mosques, police harass-
ment, mob lynching, and public demonisation of religious minorities by Hindu na-
tionalists. In 2023, more than 733 attacks on Christians and their places of worship
were recorded by United Christian Forum (2024). Also, the situation for Indian
Muslims is increasingly precarious, with the potential for genocide (Genocide
Watch). Furthermore, the utilisation of religion in conjunction with populism with-
in the context of Hindu nationalism (also known as Hindutva) has served to exacer-
bate the situation (Zaquete 2017; Peker 2019; Saleem 2021; Yilmaz et al. 2021).
Hindu nationalism has its origins in Hindu revivalism in pre-colonial times (before
1947), flourished during the colonial period (1857-1947) and subsequently became
a hegemonic Hindu supremacist ideology in the post-independence period, particu-
larly following the ascension of Hindu nationalist Prime Minister Narendra Modi in
2014. Although the Hindu Mahasabha (1915) and the RSS (Rastriya Swayamsevak
Sangh) have been the traditional carriers of Hindu nationalism in India since 1925,
it was under the leadership of Narendra Modi that Hindu nationalism underwent a
‘populist turn’. This involved the polarisation of Hindu masses using the ‘religious’
aspect of conservative Hindu values and symbols (Saleem 2021).

Hindu nationalism can exist independently of populism. However, Hindu populism
is a ‘thin” ideology and therefore cannot exist without a host ideology (Hindu na-
tionalism in this case); as populism is so ‘thin’ that it requires an established host
ideology to function (De la Torre 2017, 7), it attaches itself to ‘thick’ ideologies.
Hindu leaders employ the use of Hindu nationalism in conjunction with religious
ideologies to disseminate their ‘populist’ rhetoric against Muslims and Christians.
Their frequent invocation of humiliation of Hindus under the Islamic mediaeval
period in India to justify their revenge against Muslims has religiously polarised the
Hindu masses. Hindu extremists blame Christian missionaries for converting
Hindus to Christianity (Right to freedom of religion is well described in the Articles
25,26, 27 and 28 of the Indian constitution. Citizens are free to preach, practise and
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propagate any religion of their choice). Nevertheless, the extremists attack them and
their churches (United Christian Forum 2024). The colonial past also polarises
Hindus against Christians.

The Hindutva leadership (such as Modi) has created an ‘ontological insecurity’ in an
insecure Hindu electorate on the basis of religion and the masculinisation of nation-
alism (Kinnvall 2019). The idea of ontological (in)security refers to a person’s ‘basic
sense of security including the trust in others’ and is considered necessary to main-
tain a sense of psychological well-being and avoid existential anxiety (Giddens, cited
in Kinnvall 2004, 38-s39). The globalisation of economic, politics and human af-
fairs has made individuals and groups more ontologically and existentially insecure
(Kinvall 2004, 741). In India, the ontological response has been the exponential rise
of Hindu nationalists who have convinced the Hindu masses that Hindu identity is
in danger due to the Muslims. Hindutva leaders offer a ‘securitised narrative’ to the
desperate Hindu masses through the discourse of ‘religion’ and ‘nationalism’ because
it has been able to construct powerful narratives and beliefs that convey an image of
security and stability (which can be ‘secured’ only in a ‘Hindu nation’). The Muslim
as an object of ‘insecurity’ in the Hindu nationalists’ discourse is discursively con-
structed as a site of fear, distrust, and hatred, thus generating desires for abjection
and extermination (Anand 2005). Populist Hindu nationalism has played a pivotal
role in demonising Christian and Muslim minorities (Singh:a , n.d.) and inventing
an image of a lost India that needs rescuing by the majority Hindus. Thus, religion
has become a critical dividing line as a part of the Hindu populism against religious
minorities.

It is important to note, Hindu nationalism is an ethno-nationalist, nativist, and au-
thoritarian ideology which rejects foreigners and foreign ideas such as liberal demo-
cracy and secularism; thus, Hindu nationalists have rejected secularism, which is an
essential part of the Indian Constitution (Singh 2024).

Organised attacks against Christian and Muslim minorit-
ies

Hindu nationalists under the current Prime Minister have created an ‘ontological
insecurity’ (Kinnvall 2019) among the Hindu majority by making it appear that
Hindu identity is threatened by foreign cultures. It seems, ‘religion” and ‘nationalism’
are in a particularly advantageous position to supply these populist cultural master
narratives of ontological security (Kinnvall 2019). Hindu nationalists spread propa-
ganda that Indian Muslims are taking over India by populating and capturing the
economic resources, and that Christians are converting Hindus to Christianity and
spreading Christian culture, thus presenting an imminent threat to India and Hindu
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religion and cultural identity. Hindu religious populists often invoke historical ven-
dettas to take physical revenge against Muslims (Mogul et al. 2024) and Christians
(Landrin 2024), whom they accuse of defiling pure Hindu culture and the nation.
Use of Hindu religious populism under Modi, who was once banned from the West
due to his complicity in a massacre of Muslims in 2002, has reached a new height
and consequently increased Hindu majority hostility towards religious minorities
(Singh n.d.). As part of state-building, examples of historic architecture are being
shaped in Hinduness, the identities of religious minorities are being erased, past
events are being retold to create an ‘official’ Hindu state history (Cavanaugh 2023).
To make a populist appeal to the Hindu majority’s nostalgia for ancient Hindu
greatness, India is becoming ‘Bharat’ Hindu nationalism also targets Indian secular-
ism, which, in principle, protects the rights of religious minorities and their cultural
freedom (Gittinger 2011; Bhargava 2010; Singh 2024) and supports interfaith dia-

logue.
Conceptual discussion

Religion and populism are shaking hands in various contexts and corners of the
globe as in Modi’s India, Meloni’s Italy, Putin’s Russia, Erdogan’s Turkey, Orban’s
Hungary and Trump’s United States. In this context, scholars such as Olivier Roy,
Roger Brubaker, Nadia Marzuki and Duncan McDonnell have produced a substan-
tial body of work (2016) on the relationship between religion and populism. Their
research offers insights into how some scholars in the West view religion as a marker
of identity, enabling populist parties to distinguish between the ‘good #s’ and the
‘bad them’. Furthermore, populist movements have been observed to hijack Christi-
an religion (Roy 2016), using it to construct a golden national past and ‘othering’
Islam as a foreign culture. In societies such as France and Italy, populist movements
fight against public visibility of (Muslim) religion and its symbols (Roy 2016), and
in these cases religious symbols in public spaces are ‘hijacked’ by right-wing populist
movements. In the view of Roy and Brubaker (2016), the role of religion in popu-
lism appears to be predominantly identitarian and negative. The association of popu-
lism with religion enables populists to utilise religion as a means of consolidating
power in societies where religion already plays an important social role, as evidenced
by the case of India (Yilmaz et al. 2021). Yilmaz, Morieson, and Demir (2021) call
this development ‘religious populism’ and argue that it can be identified in many
world religions. In the context of political polarisation, religious symbols and senti-
ments of belonging can be strategically employed by populist politicians in their ap-
peals to the public against perceived elites and external forces (DeHanas and Shterin
2018).
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Indeed, religion in its various forms provides a fertile ground for the creation of a
receptive audience, which can be defined as the ‘pure people’ (in this case, the Hindu
majority). This receptive audience is then used by populists as a reference point, with
relevant examples being selected from historical trauma and humiliation under dif-
ferent religious rulers. One such example is the supposed oppression of Hindus un-
der Muslim rulers in the mediaeval period. This helps populists to create dichotom-
ies. The perpetuation of these divisive binaries serves to further polarise society along
the lines of ‘us’ and ‘them) which ultimately leads to the alienation of religious
minorities by the majority population (Roy 2016; Jaffrelot and Tillin 2017; Zaquete
2017; Peker 2019).

Hindu nationalism, populism, ontological insecurity and Indian
secularism

In India, the BJP under Modi, has ‘hijacked’ Hinduism in the building of the fantasy
narrative of the great Hindu nation (Kinnvall and Singh 2022) while excluding In-
dian Muslims and Christians from Indian civilisation as adherents of foreign cul-
tures, similar to the argument put up by Roy (2016) in the western context. Hindu
nationalism has singled out religious minorities, the ‘others’ as a threat to the ‘the
Hindu people” and their culture. Saleem (2021) notes that the increase in Hindu
populism in India is targeted towards the exclusion of religious minorities and as-
serts the claims of the ‘authentic people’ of the land. In general, the elements of pop-
ulism in Hindu religious populism, such as its ‘anti-pluralistic’ (Miiller 2017, 6) atti-
tude towards religious diversity and its tendency to eliminate civil society, present a
true danger for Indian democracy and religious minorities.

Hindu nationalism may be defined as a form of cultural nationalism that combines
religion and nationalism. It emphasises the supremacy of Hinduism and Hindu cul-
ture (Jaffrelot 1996). It warns against foreign influence and claims to be an indigen-
ous product of authentic religious and cultural traditions, combining classical
Hinduism, Hindu reformism, and modern nationalism (Jaffrelot 1996; Berglund
2009). Hindu nationalism is characterised by arejection of diversity and a tendency
to support violence against religious minorities. This is evidenced by the occurrence
of communal riots in Mumbai (1992-3), Gujarat (2002) and, more recently, in
Delhi (2020) and Gurugram (2023). However, it paradoxically contributes to the
delineation and coherence of Indianness by invoking the mythical unity of the
Hindu community, evoking an ahistorical version of the glorious Hindu past, and
creating an imagined Hindu national identity (Kinnvall and Svenson 2010, 275).
Hindu nationalism is inherently Islamophobic in its fundamental tenets. It is im-
portant to note that Hindu nationalism contradicts the values of Indian secularism.
The latter provides equal constitutional rights and religious freedom to all religions
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and promotes religious harmony, as well as opening the path for a multicultural dia-
logue among various faiths on equal terms (Bhargava 2010; Singh 2024). However,
Hindutva is opposed to religious equality and rejects such dialogues and discussions.
Consequently, within the framework of Hindu religious populism, there is hardly
any possibility for multicultural religious dialogues on equal terms. This is exempli-
fied by the Modi government, which has largely ignored such dialogues. Instead, it
has supported Hindu chauvinistic sentiments and elements that are opposed to oth-
er faiths (Dieterich 2023).

With the advent of Modi in the BJP, Hindu populism has demonstrated a consistent
and notable increase (Ibid.). Modi’s policy has transformed Hindu nationalism into
a populist tool, employing a robust Hindu ideological framework to reinforce the
tenuous tenets of Hindu populism. One particularly useful aspect of religion for
populists is the way in which it creates divisive binaries by assigning people into op-
posing groups (Mudde 2007). This dichotomy is constructed around a moral hier-
archy between the self and the other, whereby the former is positioned as morally
superior and the latter as morally inferior. The populist concept of ‘the people’ is of-
ten advanced through two key strategies: restoration and battle (Marzouki et al.
2016). In this context, the term ‘restoration’ denotes the reaffirmation of the tradi-
tional excellence of Hindu culture and history, as well as the reintroduction of
Hindu values. Conversely, the term ‘battle’ signifies the opposition to beliefs per-
ceived as detrimental to these values, such as liberalism and secularism.

Populism considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and
antagonistic groups, the ‘pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt eclite’ and the enemy
‘other’ (Mudde 2007), and politics should serve the general will of the people
(Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013, 151). Within the Hindu populist-nationalist frame-
work only Hindus are considered the pure people, the true sons of the soil because
India is their holy land (pumya bhumi) and motherland (matri bhumi); the holy
lands of Muslims and Christians are outside India, in Mecca and the Vatican respect-
ively. Therefore, no matter how long their ancestors have lived in India, they are con-
sidered foreigners with evil intentions. Hindu extremist ideologue Golwalkar (1939)
wrote in “We or Our Nationhood Defined’,

In Hindustan, land of the Hindus, lives and should live the Hindu
Nation. All others are traitors and enemies to the National Cause...
[The] foreign races in Hindustan must lose their separate existence to
merge in the Hindu race, or may stay in the country, wholly subordin-
ated to the Hindu Nation, claiming nothing, deserving no privileges,
far less any preferential treatment — not even citizen’s rights.
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By invoking an historical animosity between Hindu and Muslim - a divisive binary
— a permanent enemy, ‘the other’, was created by the Hindu nationalist organisations
(Hindu Mabasabha/RSS) in the 1920s. However, it was under the Modi govern-
ment (2014-2024) that Hindu Muslim animosity was systematically cultivated and
curated to gain political power and ultimately to establish a Hindu nation with abso-
lute dominance over the religious minorities, including Muslims and Christians. The
Modi government has acted in a more or less Islamophobic manner. This tendency
has manifested itself in its policies, such as the passage of the Citizenship Amend-
ment Bill (CAA) and the proposed NRC (National Register of Citizens), which are
the natural outcome of a Hindu nationalist government that wants to make India a
Hindu nation in which religious minorities are second-class citizens. In line with this
ideology, the BJP leadership pursued a series of discriminatory policies: revoking the
special status of Jammu and Kashmir by diluting Article 370; criminalising triple
talag (a Muslim divorce ritual); and securing the Babri Mosque site for a Hindu
temple (Singh 2020). Under the Modi government, Hindu religious populism as an
effective political tool has been applied to divide the Indian people, by invoking past
traumas and historical animosity against the enemy ‘other’ (Muslims and Christi-
ans), who are held responsible for the decline of the ancient Indian glory, Hindu
culture and tradition, and the partition of India into Pakistan in 1947, resulting viol-
ence against them.

The emotional political narrative surrounding the restoration of Hindu temples in
Kashi, Mathura, and Ayodhya is also part of the projection of the Hindu image and
lost Hindu glory. Temples represent the symbolic superiority of the mythical spiritu-
al glory of the ancient Hindu nation, and their destruction at the hands of Muslim
invaders represents the national humiliation (national trauma) of the Hindus. The
politics of religious offence is inextricably linked with the issues of religious identity
and religious nationalism. The ontological approach to security, which contributes
to the understanding of the political psychology of Hindu nationalists, assumes that
human beings are inherently security-oriented, that they are always in search of sta-
bility and security, and that they attempt to reduce their anxiety and fear. In this
context, religion and nationalism serve as the two primary identity markers that
provide stability and security in times of perceived crisis (Kinnvall 2019). By claim-
ing that Muslim rulers have humiliated Hindu rulers, degraded Hindu religion, and
are taking over, India's Hindu far-right populist leaders (such as Narendra Modi)
sought to create an ontological insecurity among the Hindu population. Given In-
dia’s colonial and Islamic past, Hindu voters tend to mobilise politically on the issue
of religious identity, as this makes them feel insecure. Conversely, protecting or pre-
serving Hindu religious identity provides them with ontological security. In this
context, the utilisation of the Hindu religious identity for the consolidation of
power within Hindu society, where religion plays an important social role (Yilmaz
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ct al. 2021), appears to be an entirely identitarian and negative (Roy 2016) channel
for the advancement of Hindu religious populist politics.

Hindu nationalism and Hindu populism are not synonymous (Saleem 2021). Hindu
nationalism is a carrier of Hinduism. Hindu nationalists such as Vinayak Damodar
Savarkar, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, and Madan Mohan Malviya anchored the Hindutva
ideology (a political ideology) in Hinduism (religion of Hindus), gradually con-
structing it as a national narrative (as a common culture) encompassing the whole
Indian civilisation. Hindu nationalism being a‘thin ideology’ could not stand on its
own; thus, it borrowed its essence, particularly ‘Hindu identitarian characteristics
and caste practices’ from Hindu religion to thicken its ideological ground on which
a Hindu India needs to be constructed, and alien ideas (secularism, liberal demo-
cracy, human rights) and religious minorities (such as Muslims and Christians) shall
be expunged from the political discourse. Initially (1930-40s), Hindu nationalism
lacked populist elements: as such, it was not anti-elite since it was constituted
primarily by upper-class Hindus, particularly RSS (Rashtriya swayamsevak sangh), a
Hindu nationalist cultural militia, an ardent supporter and carrier of Hindu nation-
alism. However, later, Hindu nationalism took a ‘populist turn’ under Narendra
Modi. From 2014, for political polarisation purposes, Hindu religion has also been
employed by populist leaders such as Modi.

Populist leaders usually choose religion to ‘thicken’ their ideology and to give a pro-
gramme to their rhetoric. Populism, by its very nature, attaches itself to ‘thick” ideo-
logies: populism is so ‘thin’ that it requires an established host ideology to function
(De la Torre 2017, 7), so it is often combined with religion. Populism may attach
itself merely to one aspect of religion: religious identity. Populism may therefore
become identitarian and place people in categories of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ based on their
religious identification. Because of its Manichean character, or its division of the
world into categories of ‘good’ and ‘evil, populism mimics religion (Yilmaz et al.
2021). Modi clearly employed Hindu religion to make Hindu nationalism a populist
tool to bolster his image while dividing people into the ‘good” Hindu and the ‘evil’
Muslim and secular.

Since 2014, Hindu nationalism has been used by many Indian right-wing political
parties to propagate their populist politics. Hindu populism is the use of Hindu na-
tionalism or Hindutva as the basis of populist politics (Jaffrelot 2007). So, despite a
large overlap between the two concepts, they are not one concept. Hinduism has not
only formed the basis of Hindu nationalism but has also provided a somewhat ‘thick’
ideology to support Hindu populism. Hinduism, due to its amorphous nature, was
not inherently suited to religious populism but it was ‘reformed” and ‘uniformed’ to
make it apposite for the task by the Hindu nationalists (Salem 2021).
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Research Methodology

I used the semi-structured interview as my primary data collection method. In total,
Linterviewed 14 people, (4 Muslims, 4 Christians, 4 Hindu nationalists, including
party workers and officials, and two human rights activists). Respondents were selec-
ted because of their direct and indirect involvement in the case. Among them the
religious minorities (Muslim and Christian) were mainly victims of Hindu extremist
organisations. Respondents were accessed through local NGOs in Varanasi. The re-
searcher attempted to create a sample among Hindu nationalists and victims of their
violence that was representative of the population under study. The researcher then
assembled interviewees using a semi-structured interview guide. This sampling
strategy allowed the researcher to explore similarities and differences between inter-
viewee responses. The researcher made a conscious effort to study those who were
involved in the violence (Hindu nationalists) and were victims of the violence. In
addition, socio-political discussions in public places such as tea stalls, public parks,
and coffee houses were observed. The documentary evidence comes from various
sources, such as newspaper clippings, political meetings, films, videos, photographs,
and official publications. These documents are used in conjunction with other
sources of information such as interviews. Areas of Varanasi (located in the State of
Uttar Pradesh) were purposely selected in line with the researcher’s focus on the vi-
olent activities of Hindu nationalists in the Hindu holy city.

While analysing the data, my focus was to find ‘consistent patterns’” and ‘differences’
in the narrative interviews and relate them to my theoretical framework and the re-
search questions. I used the method of narrative analysis. Narrative analysis helps to
place individual experiences in a larger sociocultural context (Brody 1987, cited in
Rubinstein 1995). Narrative analysis is an approach to analysing qualitative data that
emphasises the stories people use to recount events (Bamberg and McCabe 1998,
cited in Reissman 2012, 371). To obtain the results for this research, the narratives
were analysed. The process began with a close reading of each interview to determine
(1) the repetition of certain words, phrases, and general thought patterns; (2) the
structure of the overall narrative; and (3) the themes that dominated the parti-
cipants” interviews. In addition, body language and expressions of emotion were
closely examined. In general, my main research questions provided an important
analytical framework for examining the data collected. Due to ethical and security
concerns, names of victims of the violence have been anonymised, and interview
records were destroyed after the research completion.
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‘Nowhere to escape’

Following incidents of violence or coercion perpetrated by Hindu religious extremist
groups, including Hindu Yuva Vahini, Sri Ram Sena, and Bajrang Dal, most Muslim
and Christian respondents expressed feelings of fear and hopelessness. In numerous
instances, the police did not register their complaint due to the unofficial status of
Hindu extremist groups under state patronage, particularly in BJP-ruled states such
as Uttar Pradesh. In one instance, a Christian couple were arrested by the police on
the grounds of ‘praying in their homes) a violation of the law in the rural area of
Varanasi, following a complaint filed by a Hindu extremist group. The accusation
was that they were attempting to convert Hindus to Christianity. In a similar incid-
ent, police cases were initiated against a group of Muslims who were offering prayer
in their home. One respondent stated that religious rights had effectively been re-
voked. Another Muslim respondent highlighted the adverse impact of the govern-
ment’s policy on their lives, noting that they are subjected to persecution by Hindu
fanatics. In one instance, a group of Christians were physically assaulted by a Hindu
extremist because they were seated beneath a tree in a village. They were accused of
engaging in a Christian ritual in a public setting and converting Hindus to Chris-
tianity: “The police have declined to file our cases. We were arrested and coerced by
the local police force and were compelled to spend the entire night in the police
station on the basis of false charges levelled by Hindu extremists. One respondent
expressed regret. “There is no avenue for redress, the police are biased, and there is no
recourse, which is a source of great distress, other respondents observed. One of the
Muslim respondents stated, ‘Since Modi assumed power, we have been living in con-
stant fear. Hindu extremist groups have openly threatened us, demanding that we
leave India and return to Pakistan. Another Muslim respondent noted, ‘During the
pandemic, some Muslims were denied medical treatment and did not receive assist-
ance from the government. Now, our houses are being bulldozed solely based on our
religious identity, and we are unable to find support from Hindus’

Furthermore, there has been an increase in attacks on Christians and in the number
of false accusations. The complicity of local police with Hindu extremists is well
documented (United Christian Forum 2024). “We live in fear, even in our homes.
We are uncertain as to when we will be attacked; we are threatened by local Hindu
extremists and our churches are vandalised; states a Christian priest in Varanasi. He
is concerned about some BJP members of parliament who openly criticise India’s
secularism, pluralism, and composite culture, and also praise Nathu Ram Godse (the
man who assassinated Gandhi). He articulates his sentiments,

There are MPs who openly oppose secularism...against pluralism and
composite culture... against the rights of women... they openly sup-
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port Godse...speak against Gandhi... since Modi came into power
attacks on Christians and Muslims have increased.

A Muslim activist in Varanasi underscores the link between Hindu nationalism and
violence,

Since 2004-5, Hindutva forces have become increasingly violent. In
2014, with the arrival of Modi at the national level, Hindutva viol-
ence against religious minorities normalised. They burnt a Christian
missionary family in 2009 and began mobilising people over religion.

In the past, leaders of the Hindu nationalist movement, such as Savarkar and Gol-
walkar, have justified violence against religious minorities. Golwalkar has claimed
that India belongs to the Hindu community and that the country’s minorities should
be treated in a manner similar to that of the Jews under Nazi rule (Golwalkar 1939;
Casalori 2020). A significant proportion of the Hindu majority continues to har-
bour strong resentment towards Muslims, largely due to their Islamic heritage and
the constitutional privileges they enjoy, including personal laws and religious dona-
tions. Under the Modi government, Hindu nationalists have effectively mobilised
deep-seated resentment, transforming Hindu nationalism into a populist tool for
dividing Indians into ‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders, and ‘loyal” and ‘disloyal’

groups.

One Hindu nationalist respondent stressed, ‘If religious minorities have to live in
India, they must convert to Hinduism, there is no place for them (Muslims and
Christians) in India, see what they did to Hindus in Pakistan and Bangladesh’ (At-
tacks on Hindus by Muslims extremists in these countries have reduced their popu-
lation.) He further said, ‘they are violent, and in the past, they have killed Hindus, so
killing them is justified now. Another Hindu nationalist respondent answered,
‘Christians are foreigners in India, and Muslims are foreign invaders, they are pollut-
ing our culture and capturing our economy.” For the majority of Hindutva respond-
ents, ‘secularism’ is a controversial word that does not ‘belong to India’ and is sup-
posed to benefit only Muslims. A professor with ties to the Hindutva organisation
stated, ‘Secularism is a foreign concept, it is useless to India... Secularism has been
used to appease Muslims, India is a Hindu country’

The ideology of secular nationalism, with its inclusiveness and pluralistic vision —
which includes religious diversity and equality — is a serious threat to the project of
homogeneity pursued by the RSS. Hindutva respondents viewed secularism as hos-
tile to the interests of Hindus and as an ideology that serves the interests of Muslims
over Hindus. To express their displeasure with secularism, a Hindutva respondent
argues,
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Under the guise of secularism, a Muslim can teach his religious cur-
riculum (in Islamic schools), a Christian can do the same, religious
minority institutions do not have to pay income tax, but Hindu
temples have to pay taxes, the government controls Hindu temples...
The Muslim Personal Law Board does not have to pay taxes, the word
‘secular’ is not Indian, it has no meaning in India.

The above statement clearly shows that Hindutva respondents consider secularism as
an ideology that benefits Muslims. Secularism provides Muslims with an environ-
ment of security and a social situation in which they can live a dignified life equal to
Hindus. This is never accepted by Hindutva ideologues, because Hindutva is based
on the hegemony of Hindus over other religious minorities, treating Muslims and
Christians as second-class citizens.

At various symbolic levels, Hindutva leaders have engaged in image and symbol
politics not only to demonise Muslim minorities but also to promote the Hindutva
agenda with great aggression. The Hindu nationalist party BJP has renamed Indian
cities, roads, airports, and train stations, replacing names that reflect Muslim heritage
with Hindu names. For example, Allahabad was renamed Prayag raj and Mughal
Sarai railroad station was renamed Deen Dayal Upadhaya railroad station. It is im-
portant to note, under Modi, the BJP did not choose any Muslim candidate for the
national elections; in addition, on several occasions, Muslim were prevented from
voting by unscrupulous means (Ali and Sarwar 2024). My previous field work in
India (Singh 2023, 2024) confirmed that Hindu nationalism is intolerant to criti-
cism and other faiths, it normalises violence against minorities and is incompatible
with secularism, human rights, and liberal democracy.

Analysis and Discussion

Since Modi’s populist appeal to Hindu nationalism, India’s 200 million Muslims
have faced the threat of genocide. In interviews, religious minorities repeatedly ex-
pressed feelings of despair and anxiety about the Hindu nationalist government’s
anti-minority policies. It was felt that the police and government were no longer
acting in support of the victims, but in collusion with the perpetrators. Both Chris-
tian and Muslim respondents perceived a normalisation of violence against minorit-
ies and a failure of the secular Indian state to protect their human rights. Indeed, in
the BJP-ruled state of Uttar Pradesh, it has become state policy to forcibly demolish
the homes of Muslim minorities as a means of punishment, and the Hindu majority
appears to support this action. In fact, Hindu right-wing extremists and religious
fundamentalists openly call for violence against Muslims — all with the complicity of
the state (Mogul and Gupta 2022).
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Since 2014, under the RSS-backed Modi regime, the government has strategically
propagated anti-Muslim narratives. Modi’s Hindutva state has played a key role in
this process. State-sanctioned impunity for those involved in the lynching of
Muslims has rewarded those responsible for instigating riots (Sircar 2020), and the
state has constantly harassed those who have spoken out against Hindu intolerance
and Islamophobia (Ganguly 2019). Under the Modi government, the ancient myths
of India’s greatness have been asserted, while the country’s decline under Islamic rule
has been consistently narrated and televised. The Hindu majority, dominated by the
Hindu upper classes, continues to show a strong attraction and fascination with the
utopian idea of the kingdom of Rama, the most revered god in Hinduism (Singh
2024). In the Hindu collective consciousness, ancient India was a paragon of perfec-
tion until the arrival of Muslim (and later Christian) invaders, who are blamed for
the decline of India and the pollution of Hindu culture. Modi supports the Hindu
majority view of the nation and arouses public emotions of Hindu pride and patri-
otism by highlighting the injustices that Hindus have suffered under Muslim rule in
India, thus stimulating religious polarisation and encouraging Hindus to take re-
venge on Muslims. Violence is an integral part of Hindutva politics.

It is important to note that India is a secular state as defined by its constitution. It
provides for religious equality, non-discrimination based on religion in employment
and other opportunities, and equality before the law. However, unlike Western secu-
larism, Indian secularism does not establish a clear separation between the state and
religion. Instead, it engages and interacts with all religious faiths while maintaining a
‘principled distance’ (Bhargava 2010) from them, whereas Hindu nationalism does
not allow such dialogues on equal terms. The Indian state is not allowed to have an
official religion or an ofhicial relationship with any religion. Under the Modi gov-
ernment, however, the distinction between state and religion has become increas-
ingly blurred. Modi has attended religious ceremonies in Ayodhya and at the Vish-
wanath temple in Kashi, giving a grand populist performance before the Hindu
masses; the state has adopted a populist approach towards Hinduism, as the above
examples show. It seems that Indian secularism is unable to prevent these advances.
Ali (2001) notes that the Indian public sphere is already dominated by Hindu reli-
gious symbols and rituals. This gives the Hindu majority a superior position over
potential challengers, including secularists, atheists, and other faiths. Consequently,
it serves to undermine the principles of secularism.

With the aggressive rise and dominance of the BJP under Narendra Modi, India’s
public sphere (already fertile ground for populist leaders) has been hijacked by far-
right Hindu nationalists, who reinforce the dominance of Hindu religious-national-
ist identities over the other minorities (Rajagopal 2016). The rise of Hindu populism
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in India’s public sphere has undoubtedly eroded the country’s secular credentials that
kept religious extremists under control until 2014.

Secularism and human rights are facing significant challenges due to the overt reli-
gious polarisation of Hindus (Varshney 1992; Sen 2005; Singh 2024). Modi’s elec-
tion as a Prime Minister in 2014 has served to reinforce the position of those advoc-
ating Hindutva, who seek to exert control over the ‘public space’ through the pro-
motion of Hindu religious narratives and an aggressive form of nationalism. This has
resulted in a greater influence of Hindu religious beliefs in the public domain. In
light of the emerging Islamophobic and Hindutva majority trends in India, it is reas-
onable to conclude that the dominance of religion in the public sphere affords the
religion of the majority population a privileged position over other religious minor-
ities (Hindus over Muslims). Furthermore, the ascendance of religious dominance in
the public sphere could potentially result in the marginalisation of religious minorit-
ies and weaker groups in society (Muslims, Christians, and Dalits) as the narratives
of religious victims in Varanasi showed. In such circumstances, there is a risk of at-
tacks on civil liberties, the curtailment of oppositional voices, and a likelihood of
state action against those who challenge the hegemony of the majority religion and
nationalism.

The role of Indian secularism is of particular importance in protecting the rights of
minorities from the Hindu majority, particularly within the Indian public sphere,
which is characterised by the prevalence of Hindu religiosity and faith-based ‘emo-
tional narratives. This illustrates the limitations of Indian secularism, which fre-
quently aligns with religious orthodoxy (Freystad 2013). K. N. Panikar (1997, 18—
9) correctly identifies the inherent weakness of the Indian concept of secularism,
which maintains the influence of Hindu religion and reinforces religiosity by pre-
serving and protecting religious identities. This has not only resulted in a social dis-
tance between religious communities but has also failed to prevent the communalisa-
tion (the formation of religious communities into mutually antagonistic social and
political entities) of public space and the rise and dominance of Hindu religious
populism. In India, the assertion of the majority religion in the public sphere serves
to demonstrate the strength of the majority sentiment in opposition to the liberal
pluralism of the secular elite that led movements of national independence from Eu-
ropean rule and sought to restrict the expression of religion in public affairs (Bajpai
2022). As with religious majoritarianisms elsewhere, the ascendency of Hindu na-
tionalism in India reflects an interest in religion less as a belief system than as a col-
lective identity that enables the demonstration of numerical strength and fervour in
public arenas. This also enables the power to claim and receive impunity for violence
from elected governments (Ibid.).
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The growing influence of far-right nationalists around the world, particularly their
use of ‘religion’ and ‘nationalism’ as populist tools, has put the values of liberal
democracy at risk, especially the rights of religious minorities and immigrants. By
appealing to ‘religious’ and ‘nationalist’ sentiments among ethnic voters, far-right
nationalist parties in Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Italy, the US, and India have turned
people against each other by dividing them into enemy camps. In the process, ironic-
ally, ‘religion” has been misused by them. Though there isa possibility of multicultur-
al dialogue in the Hindu religion, which paves the way for debate and discussion
among different faiths, the Hindu religious narratives have been hijacked by the
Hindu nationalist political leaders like Modi and Adityanath (Chief Minister of
Uttar Pradesh). They have ignored the advice of liberal Hindu monks like
Avimukteshwaranand, who advocate multicultural dialogues among the different
faiths. Religion, which could have been a medium for promoting cultural harmony
in a multicultural Indian society, is becoming a populist tool for persecuting minorit-
ies under the influence of far-right nationalists, as the case studies in the article show.
Hindutva’s anti-diversity ideology has jeopardised religious pluralism by rejecting
India’s deep religious diversity. Hindutva’s hegemonic ideology of Hindu supremacy
over other faiths leaves no space for multicultural dialogue. In line with my earlier
research (Singh 2024) this case study also shows that despite being a secular demo-
cracy, the Indian state has failed to protect the rights of its religious minorities as
most of the institutions have been hijacked by the far-right religious populists, thus
failing to provide justice to the victims of Hindu extremism.

Conclusion

The historical animosity between the Hindu and Muslim communities, coupled
with the legacy of colonial rule, has created a socio-political environment in India
conducive to the rise of far-right populist leaders who exploit nationalism and reli-
gion for political gain. Hindu religious populism can be defined as the use of Hindu
nationalism and religion as a basis for populist political strategies (Jaffrelot 2007).
During the tenure of Hindu nationalist Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Hindu na-
tionalism underwent a populist transformation. This involved polarising the Hindu
masses by using religiously conservative Hindu values and symbols to scapegoat
Muslims and Christians for the perceived degradation of Hindu culture and religion.
This in turn created a sense of insecurity among the Hindu population. Modi effect-
ively mobilised (and benefited electorally from) Hindu religious populism against
religious minorities, resulting in the marginalisation and stigmatisation of these
groups as alien and traitorous, which ultimately led to their persecution, as reflected
in the interviews of Hindutvas victims. The victims’ narratives confirm that
Hindutva groups and leaders use Hindu religious narratives to attack them and po-
larise the Hindu masses, and this has developed a kind of ‘Nazi conscience’ (Singh
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n.d.) among them. Hindu nationalism does have strong populist appeal (invoked by
the populist leaders and groups) among the Hindu majority.

In societies where religion is dominant in the public sphere, or at least has some
commendable influence on an ordinary people, religion (as an identity—political
tool) provides a political opportunity (mostly negative) for a populist to exploit
people’s sentiments by turning them against minorities and immigrants, and India is
a good case in this context. Even in Western societies, which are comparatively less
multicultural and predominantly Christian, there have been similar situations where
far-right leaders, groups, and movements have used religion as a populist tool to de-
monise religious minorities (such as Muslims) for political gain. We have seen this in
Italy, Hungary, Poland, the US, and Slovakia, where religion as a marker of identity
has been used by populist parties to divide people into the good ‘us’ and the bad
‘them’. The significance of this article is reaffirming the fact that, in India, religion
can be misused by far-right populists against religious minorities, with religious
populist discourse undermining interfaith dialogue and pluralism as in any other
democratic society.
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The Myth of the Vulnerable Audience: Exploring
Counter-Intuitive Approaches to Post-Truth
Populism in the New Mass Media
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Abstract: This paper interrogates the liberal policy discourse surrounding populism, which is
often characterised as a communicative style linked to ‘post-truth’ politics. Analysing grey literat-
ure and scholarly sources, the study critiques the liberal policy discourse on post-truth populism,
examining how it is framed as a communicative style that threatens scientific truth by exploiting
emotional appeals. The research situates this critique within communication theory, arguing that
‘post-truth’ and populism are conceptually intertwined, both premised on a neo-modernist pur-
suit of positivist truth. The paper challenges the liberal critique’s tendency to essentialise populist
audiences as politically illiterate and passive, devoid of agency and critical capacity. Such framing,
it contends, risks reinforcing polarisation rather than facilitating meaningful dialogue. By focus-
ing on the limitations of this policy discourse, the paper advocates for a reassessment of the audi-
ence’s agency, emphasising the need for a more nuanced understanding of media reception. It
concludes that fostering dialogue requires moving beyond a structural critique of media manipu-
lation and recognising the complex and active nature of digital audiences. The study suggests that
this shift is essential to address the root causes of distrust in mainstream institutions and to
broaden the epistemological scope beyond the constraints of Western modernity, acknowledging
the plurality of populisms in the digital age.

Keywords: Populism, Post-truth, Western Modernity, Audience, Agency, Mass Media
Introduction

Since the mid-2010s, an extensive body of research has been produced in Media
Studies and Political Communication which addresses the increasing popularity of
right-wing populism. These critiques of populism emerged against the backdrop of a
broader debate on public trust and the erosion of the political centre. They identify
one of the characteristics of right-wing populism as a binary rhetoric that tends to
oppose the nationalist frame of the ‘virtuous people’ to that of the ‘corrupt
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clites’ (Waisbord 2018). This scholarship notably shows that populist leaders present
themselves as the authentic representatives of the people, challenging the established
elite who are portrayed as disconnected from the concerns of ordinary citizens (Sen-
gul 2019). This rhetoric is reinforced by a rejection of liberal democratic institutions,
which populists often accuse of perpetuating the status quo. Populists indeed rely on
this anti-elitist posture to claim that they represent the true voice of the people, in-
voking a form of ‘common sense’ over expert knowledge (Suiter 2016; Fischer
2022). By highlighting these processes, contemporary literature on populism reflects
on the challenged credibility of legacy media, exposing a climate of anti-intellectual-
ism that is believed to create fertile ground for disinformation to thrive. It shows
how populist media narratives divert public deliberation away from complex so-
cioeconomic challenges, redirecting it towards antagonising identity politics. Such
critique of populism seeks to explain the alarming rise of right-wing nationalism and
its appeal in the era of mass self-communication (Castells 2007; Gerbaudo 2018).

However, this approach arguably supports a primarily liberal critique of populist
media, which tends to disregard its audience, implicitly framing it as media illiterate,
gullible and deprived of agency. This paper addresses this gap by reflecting on the
limitations of this scholarship and considers its implications for the broader policy
discourse on disinformation and post-truth populism. The study critically examines
the epistemological foundations of ‘post-truth’ as a concept commonly associated
with populism. It explores how these two forms of political rhetoric have been con-
ceptualised and examines their points of intersection within recent academic debates
in media studies and political communication. This article specifically argues that
much of the existing literature, by focusing on the rise of right-wing populism, tends
to portray these distinct communicative styles as intertwined in a symbiotic relation-
ship. It examines whether this conceptual framework obscures the plural and com-
plex nature of populisms, effectively delegitimising them as unreliable or detrimental
to positivist truth through their association with post-truth rhetoric. Rather than
secking to re-legitimise an ideal of objective truth, this paper reconsiders the relev-
ance of a social constructivist approach that emphasises dialogue as instrumental to
pursuing truth and recognising non-mutually exclusive truths.

The paper then analyses a sample of sources from the grey literature to explore how
post-truth populism is conceptualised in policy discourses. Drawing on this analysis,
the paper proposes that such a conceptual framework inadvertently reaffirms norm-
ative expectations around public deliberation that rely on a structural approach to
mass communication. It argues that this perspective involves a paternalistic lens,
which overlooks the agency of the audience and often dismisses legitimate aspects of
populist sentiment. Finally, the paper considers whether such liberal critique of post-
truth populism compromises opportunities for dialogue, and it advocates for the
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development of a new active audience theory when conceptualising populism in the

digital age.

Conceptual Framework: The Intersection of Populism
and ‘Post-Truth’ Politics

Contemporary liberal critiques of right-wing populism can be situated within the
broader discourse of ‘post-truth” politics — a concept frequently invoked to address
public distrust and its impact on liberal democratic institutions (Newman and Con-
rad 2024). The phrase gained significant prominence following the 2016 Brexit ref-
erendum and the election of Donald Trump - key political events that marked a
paradigmatic shift evidencing the popularity of right-wing conservative rhetoric.
Post-truth (or ‘post-fact’) politics refers to a deliberate erosion of factual accuracy,
whereby public discourse becomes centred on manipulating emotions rather than
adhering to objective reality (Braun 2019; Fischer 2022). In this context, factual
information becomes secondary, and narratives driven by emotional appeal gain pre-
cedence. Within contemporary debates around right-wing populism, post-truth
politics is characterised by the undermining of traditional epistemic authorities such
as the media, universities, and scientific institutions. This paradigmatic shift is in
part attributed to media fragmentation in the digital age, a phenomenon that has
allowed alternative sources of knowledge to circulate widely and unchecked (Yla-
Anttila 2018). Along with populism, ‘post-truth’ politics is said to affect the public’s
ability to engage in rational debate and consensus-building, which the liberal ap-
proach understands as key components of a functioning democracy.

Opposing facts and expertise to emotions and common sense

Communication theories around ‘post-truth’ highlight the mechanisms by which
self-proclaimed populists exploit popular sentiment (Bracciale and Martella 2017;
Mazzoleni and Bracciale 2018). This concept typically describes an era in which
facts are subordinated to feelings, with political actors increasingly appealing to
emotion over reason to sway public opinion (Harsin 2018; Fischer 2021). These
political actors are said to manipulate emotionally charged narratives, often deploy-
ing ‘rumour bombs’ to exploit public discontent (Harsin 2018, 35). Harsin (2018)
indeed argues that post-truth politics involves a deliberate exploitation of emotion,
with populist rhetoric frequently relying on the mobilisation of fear and anger to
galvanise support. Similarly, Fischer (2021) defines ‘post-truth’ as ‘a fusing of emo-
tion with information, whereby ‘appeals to emotion - disconnected from factual
details — are (...) becoming more important in the forming of public opinion than is
demonstrable evidence’ (2021, 13). The assumption here is that such appeal to emo-
tion contrasts sharply with carlier models of public deliberation, which assumed a
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rational and informed citizenry as the basis for democratic participation. Pomerant-
sev (2019) indeed defines post-truth as a tool of political control, where the very
notion of what constitutes truth becomes a battleground. Populists may accordingly
use terms like ‘fake news’ to discredit opponents and delegitimise dissenting views,
framing themselves as defenders of the ‘real’ truth. This process is described as an
excessive relativism that promotes anti-intellectualism and anti-establishment rhet-
oric, introducing a democracy in crisis.

Within this conceptual framework, the relationship between ‘post-truth’ and popu-
lism is described as symbiotic. Right-wing populists leverage post-truth strategies to
dismiss inconvenient facts and manipulate public opinion by appealing to emotion
rather than evidence: ‘Populist leaders exploit a growing distrust in public institu-
tions and established facts, presenting their own narratives as the “real truth” in op-
position to the perceived lies of the elite’ (Galston 2018). As a result, the populist
audience is expected to be easily manipulated and more vulnerable to misinforma-
tion. Empirical studies conducted by researchers from Queen Mary University, for
example, suggest that ‘supporters of right-wing populist parties are prone to showing
higher levels of political misinformation’ (Queen Mary University 2020). The ‘post-
truth’ climate, which favours personal belief over empirical evidence (Galpin and
Vernon 2023), thus offers populists a fertile ground to advance their anti-elitist nar-
ratives (Yli-Anttila 2018; Prior 2021). Right-wing populism on that account inter-
sects with post-truth politics through the weaponisation of the term ‘fake
news (Waisbord 2018; Sengul 2019) — a terminology used to challenge the credibil-
ity of legacy media.

Post-truth populism in other words draws a parallel between two sets of binaries,
opposing legacy media to populist rhetoric, and facts to emotions. Yet this typology
may inadvertently reinforce polarisation by over-simplifying the terms of these ant-
agonisms. These attempts to compartmentalise facts and emotions sustain the myth
of a sharp division between the rational, well-informed public (Habermas 1962) and
the unpredictable crowds (Tarde 1901, 1962; Le Bon 1896) driven by emotions and
susceptible to the influence of a charismatic leader (Freud 1998; Anzieu 2001).
These gendered concepts are embedded in a body of social theory characteristic of
Western modernity, which informed the work of Habermas (1962) and Lippmann
(1998), shaping the liberal view on public deliberation and the need to ‘manufac-
ture’ public opinion.

Towards theory of agency: audiences in the new mass media

The contemporary discourse on post-truth populism alludes to these tropes by con-
trasting liberal expectations of a well-informed public with a populist mass audience.
This discourse is particularly relevant given the relatively recent transition of digital
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communication into the mainstream and its recognition as the new mass media.
Simultaneous to the rise of post-truth populism, social media have increasingly been
linked to surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2019). Digital connectivity is accordingly
expected to operate as a centralised, well-regulated, and widely commodified net-
work of communication. This shift introduces a techno-dystopian lens, which views
the media as system of political control over the masses — one that relies on a tradi-
tionally top-down, structural approach in media and communication studies. Such a
perspective is admittedly not limited to the liberal framework of Habermassian de-
liberation (1962). Marxist critiques of the media typically apply a systemic perspect-
ive, which focuses on the sphere of power, and the political economy of the media
(Hermann and Chomsky 1995; Benjamin 1935). This critical lens likely permeates
contemporary debates on populism, as populist rhetoric is by definition designed to
appeal to the masses.

In communication theory, audiences of populist content have historically been posi-
tioned as the opposite of a politically literate, informed public. However, this binary
often essentialises the mass audience in the same way that populist rhetoric relies on
an essentialist notion of ‘the people’ Drawing on the legacy of late nineteenth-cen-
tury crowd psychology (Stiheli 2011), it assumes that the audience is driven by emo-
tions, lacks self-awareness, and is subject to deterministic psychological forces. De-
bates on post-truth populism may be reviving these tropes by emphasising how con-
temporary systems of media control influence the behaviour and psychology of the
audience.

With the mainstreaming of digital communication, scholars have begun examining
echo chambers and ‘filter bubbles’ (Flaxman et al. 2016; Mahrt 2020), where users
are increasingly exposed to information that reinforces their existing beliefs, further
distancing them from official news sources. They demonstrate that — in the fragmen-
ted market of the digital mass media — individuals are inclined to trust information
that reinforces their pre-existing beliefs, often at the expense of factual accuracy
(Southwell and Thorson 2015; Thorson 2016). These deterministic processes are
referred to as ‘tribal epistemologies’ (Harsin 2018, 35) and ‘belief echoes’ (Thorson
2016). Empirical research in the field of journalism resorts to similar deterministic
theories in social psychology to explain the polarisation of social media debate in the
so-called climate of ‘post-truth’ (Ball 2017; d’Ancona 2017; Pomerantsev 2019). Ball
refers to realistic conflict theory, stating that news consumers identify themselves in
opposition to an out-group and position themselves by processes of ‘virtue sig-
nalling’ (2017). In the context of the COVID-19 epidemic, this climate of distrust is
described as compounded by the appeal of ‘contagious’ conspiracy theories ‘spread-
ing’ on social media, further eroding confidence in traditional news outlets — a phe-
nomenon coined ‘infodemic’” (Pai et al. 2023). As much as this body of literature
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contributes to challenging the political economy of digital media, it applies a top-
down perspective that overlooks the complexity of the audience and its degree of
agency. While it raises relevant questions about media fragmentation and polarisa-
tion in the digital age, this structural approach inadvertently essentialises news read-
ers and media consumers as part of a mass, whose psychology is depicted as reactive
rather than proactive, heavily conditioned by its environment.

The critique of ‘post-truth’ in contemporary debates around
populism

Examining the centrality of ‘post-truth’ or ‘post-fact’ within the liberal discourse on
populism allows us to scrutinise its deeper epistemological implications. Feminist
and postcolonial critiques have already challenged the concept of ‘post-truth’ for
perpetuating a gendered binary that opposes the public and private spheres. These
critiques highlight how such frameworks continue to obscure the ways in which
knowledge production is shaped by exclusionary logics.

A feminist perspective is particularly relevant in deconstructing the historically
gendered representation of the mass audience. Fraser’s feminist critique is crucial
here, as it dismantles the modern concept of publicity and interrogates the male-
dominated framework of the bourgeois public sphere. Her recent work suggests that
the liberal discourse surrounding post-truth operates as a pseudo-progressive critique
of right-wing populism. Fraser refers to this dynamic as a ‘Hobson’s choice’ (2017)
between reactionary conservatism and ‘progressive neoliberalism’ While these polit-
ical projects may appear diametrically opposed, Fraser argues that they are two sides
of the same coin. In deconstructing today’s apparent polarisation, Fraser demon-
strates how the liberal wing of the 1990s political establishment reappropriated the
progressive values of the 1960s civil rights movements to promote a strictly neoliber-
al agenda. Using the example of the Clinton administration, she argues that this
pseudo-progressive politics widened social inequalities, ultimately paving the way for
reactionary populism. In her view, the relationship between these two political pro-
jects is symbiotic rather than antagonistic.

A similar dynamic can be observed in the interplay between anti-media populism
and anti-populist media (Krimer 2018). Anti-media populism essentialises the rela-
tionship between ‘the people” and ‘the elite} feeding into anti-establishment senti-
ment (Mazzoleni et al. 2018). However, pseudo-progressive critiques of right-wing
populism tend to essentialise the audience in much the same way, portraying it as
powerless and devoid of agency.

In its effort to counter right-wing populism, progressive neoliberalism often employs
a top-down critique of the media. This mirrors the same pitfalls seen in early crowd
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psychology, which portrayed mass audiences as passive victims of dominant power
structures. In media studies, such a structural approach has often contributed to a
theory of hegemony that views the media as a tool for manipulating the masses.
While this perspective enables a systemic critique of media and its political economy,
it frequently overlooks the agency and bottom-up practices of communicative resist-
ance. As a result, liberal discourse can co-opt these critiques to recentralise or secur-

itise the media (Al-Rodhan 2017).

These critiques remind us that, in seeking to reassert a regime of truth, liberal cri-
tiques of right-wing populism often overlook the long history of epistemic violence
through which peripheral voices and alternative systems of knowledge have been
excluded. In their attempt to combat anti-intellectualism, liberal responses to popu-
lism frequently cling to notions of positivist truth that are embedded within pre-
existing hegemonic systems, themselves products of Western modernity:

Since the days of colonialism, we have indeed already been operating
at the level of Jean Baudrillard’s third simulation of reality where the
deception (of subjugation) has been masquerading as (universal)
truth. [...] it is ironic that today’s ‘experts’ are routinely denigrated
and their vilification is now becoming normalised. (Clennon 2017, 3)

Underlying this discourse is the assumption that the popular affects driving conser-
vatism can be mitigated through reason and critical thinking, as these are viewed as
the engines of liberal progress. This ideal of gentrified public debate yet remains
fairly Eurocentric and modelled on the history and recent political developments of

the Global North:

[...] the entire contemporary rhetoric about the far-right populism is
based on the fundamental assumption that the ‘normal’ North West is
becoming ‘abnormal’ [...]. As this research is driven and dominated by
the sociocultural, political, and economic interests of the Global
North West, it continues to reproduce the power asymmetries
between [...] the colonizer/colonized, and the east/west. (Masood
and Nisar 2020, 163)

Admittedly, the dichotomy between the Global North and Global South is widely
contested. The authors cited here argue that this distinction is increasingly irrelevant
to contemporary debates on the rise of right-wing populism. Furthermore, they sug-
gest that by framing far-right populism as a crisis of Western liberal democracy, con-
temporary rhetoric alludes to this divide, imbuing it with an element of self-fulfilling
prophecy. This approach has been increasingly contested by postcolonial scholars,
who now refer to it as ‘post-truth whiteness. Clennon (2017) and Mejia et al. (2018)
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note that critiques of post-truth, much like the reactionary conservatism they aim to
challenge, carry their own elements of nostalgia. By advocating for the restoration of
a centralised, regulated, and normative public sphere, these critiques imply that there
was once a ‘golden age’ of truth. Mejia et al. (2018) in fact argue that ‘current schol-
arship and reporting often reproduces the myth that we once lived in an era of un-
problematic truth, and, consequently, intersects with a neoconservative nostalgia for
a post-racial past that never existed’ (2018, 111).

Key Concepts and Perspective: Post-Truth, Populism and
Post-Modernism

By challenging the liberal discourse on post-truth populism, these feminist and post-
colonial critiques expose its epistemological limitations, allowing us to question the
notion that ‘post-truth’ politics is a consequence of postmodernism. Media experts
who endorse the ‘post-truth’ narrative indeed argue that the current climate of scep-
ticism and uncertainty stems from postmodernism (Pomerantsev 2013, 3-4;
d’Ancona 2017, 92-96). This idea was in part supported by the work of Latour
(2018), who attributes the so-called ‘crisis of truth’ to the legacy of post-structural-
ism, an argument which earned him the label of ‘post-truth philosopher’ (Kofman
2018). Admittedly, while Latour’s new realism (2018) secks to move beyond post-
modern relativism, it maintains a critical stance on power. His epistemological ap-
proach suggests that post-truth populism is not simply a continuation of postmod-
ernism but rather a distortion of it. In some of his latest work, Latour (2017) cri-
tiques the liberal rhetoric surrounding populism, identifying a neo-modernist elitism
within post-truth critiques that fails to address the deeper causes of eroded public
trust:

When political analysts try to grasp the current situation, they use and
abuse the term ‘populism’. They accuse ‘ordinary people’ of indulging
in a narrow-minded vision, in their fears, their naive mistrust of elites,
their bad taste in culture, and above all, in their passion for identity,
folklore, archaism and boundaries — let alone a culpable indifference
to the facts. [...] This is to forget that ‘ordinary folk’ have been cal-
lously betrayed by those who have abandoned the idea of truly bring-
ing about the modernization of the planet [...] for lack of a planet big
enough for their dreams of limitless growth. (Latour 2017, 83)

It is therefore worth considering whether the policy discourse around ‘post-truth’
has regressed too far towards Western modernity in its attempt to ‘save’ the audience
in distress from the influence of evil populists.
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This question calls for a theory of agency that recognises how dissent and delibera-
tion operate at the peripheries of the public sphere (Fraser 1990). A feminist and
postcolonial perspective remind us that poststructuralism remains relevant when
interrogating self-legitimising claims of positivist truth. Giraud and Aghassi-Isfahani
(2020), for example, argue that while Latour’s work aims to transcend divisive cri-
tiques around post-truth and modernity, it often fails to address the persistent in-
equalities that feminist and postcolonial scholars foreground. Though innovative,
his approach overlooks the need for a situated understanding of knowledge, thereby
reinforcing the very exclusions it seeks to dismantle.

Methodology: A Critique of the Grey Literature on Post-
Truth

This study contributes to this critique by exploring how the populist audience is
characterised in policy discourse on post-truth populism. Beyond academic literat-
ure, it examines the framing of this concept in a sample drawn from the grey literat-
ure on ‘post-truth’ The corpus selected for this study features policy reports, think
tank publications, working papers, and handbooks released by governments, non-
profits, consultancies, research institutes, and international organisations. The
sources sampled for this research apply a broader terminology relevant to the liberal
critique of post-truth populism to address specific concerns around media regula-
tions, journalistic practices, and media literacy. They notably focus on preventing
and regulating harmful disinformation, which is here treated as a manifestation of
the ‘post-truth’ climate.

This sample from the grey literature enables us to explore how liberal critiques of
post-truth populism are reflected in policy discourse concerning media, public trust,
and citizenship within the context of digital mass media. The dataset covers various
empirical studies and policy recommendations on disinformation, applying both
regional and international perspectives. The sources selected were published between
2018 and 2024, in the years following the polarised 2016 Brexit referendum and US
clection. This timeframe offers some insights into the policy discussion surrounding
the rise of nationalist populist rhetoric, against the backdrop of the Covid-19 crisis
and the media warfare associated with the war in Ukraine.

A critical discourse analysis was applied to assess the framing of the populist mass
audience across this corpus. The study focuses on conceptual definitions of populism
in media policy and practice and examines how digital audiences exposed to disin-
formation are represented. An inductive and interpretative approach was applied
focusing on both explicit and implicit references to these audiences, their psycho-
logy, and their potential for critical insight when dealing with the issue problemat-
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ised as post-truth populism. Three common themes were identified through an iter-
ative process, namely (1) the imperative of resilience, (2) deterministic psychological
processes, and (3) the limitations of a Eurocentric legal framework around disin-
formation and its implications for media freedom. By outlining these themes, the
study examines whether the audience of populist content is essentialised as a mass,
similar to how populist narratives construct an essentialised notion of ‘the people.’ It
contributes to deconstructing the assumptions underpinning such a structural ap-
proach to the new mass media and shows that this may be counterproductive to our
research and understanding of populism. Simultaneously, emphasising preconcep-
tions around the psychology and vulnerability of the populist audience, the analysis
demonstrates the relevance of the feminist and postcolonial critique in demystifying
‘post-truth’ In doing so, the paper highlights two areas for dialogue, exploring how
to reconcile perspectives on populism in both policy discourse and communication
research.

Findings: Post-Truth Populism in the Policy Discourse
around Disinformation

The grey literature aligns with contemporary academic debates in defining ‘post-
truth’ and populism as two mutually reinforcing political styles. Throughout the
corpus, declining trust in legacy media is seen as creating favourable conditions for
disinformation, and vice versa: ‘Fake news sources often target mainstream media
organisations by accusing them of bias and incompetence’ (Ognyanova et al. 2020,
4). However, while embracing this conceptual framework, grey literature sources do
not sufficiently explore the underlying causes of public distrust in specific contexts.
This discourse fails to thoroughly investigate the factors contributing to the decreas-
ing credibility of legacy media, instead viewing it merely as a characteristic of popu-
list sentiment. Conversely, it reduces populism to a communication style, detaching
its rhetoric from the underlying ideology. This blurs the distinctions between various
forms of populism, all of which are perceived as radical compared to the reassuring
status quo of the liberal political centre. This complex conflation of ideologies and
rhetoric is partly evident in the portrayal of #he populist audience — a construct that
conveys several stereotypes about the psychology of the masses. By conflating ‘post-
truth’ and populism, this policy discourse insidiously co-opts the structural critique
of media, while shifting the discussion away from its political ecconomy towards the
presumed illiteracy of the audience.

Teaching ‘resilience’ to the media illiterates
Across the dataset, the audience exposed to post-truth populism is expected to filter

information through the scope of identity politics. As such, it is assumed to identify
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with the behaviour, beliefs, and attitudes of a designated in-group (Ball 2017). The
grey literature in fact alludes to the herd mentality of the mass audience, an idea re-
miniscent of nineteenth-century crowd psychology and its theory of imitation (Le
Bon 1896; Tarde 1962; Freud 1998). The semantic around the ‘spread’ of fake news
implicitly refers to processes of contagion by imitation. In this corpus, the imperative
of countering disinformation is, for example, described as a necessary
‘inoculation’ (Bontcheva and Posetti 2020, 11). UNESCO, for example, advocates
for ‘media and information literacy programmes designed to “inoculate the herd”
against disinformation’ (Khan 2021, 7). This language is recurrently used to promote
media literacy initiatives designed for ‘vulnerable’ groups or communities said to be
cither exposed or targeted by harmful online content: “The research encourages (...)
Media and Information Literacy (MIL), especially through educational interven-
tions targeting children, young people, older citizens, and vulnerable
groups’ (Bontcheva and Posetti 2020, 7).

Such discussions on media literacy sometimes invoke the terminology of
‘resilience’ (CIR 2024) — a concept which has already been extensively critiqued in
development studies as a notion that stigmatises communities experiencing repeated
or prolonged crises (Anderson 2015; Derickson 2016; Hutcheon and Lashewicz
2014). In Reid’s (2012) terms, ‘resilience’ implicitly calls for a neoliberal framework
of governance, which normalises the expectation that individuals and communities
must perpetually adapt to adverse conditions, thus ensuring the maintenance of the
status quo. The same can be said here about the expectation of ‘community resilience
to disinformation, which assumes audiences to be otherwise passive, ill-equipped,
and deprived of critical thinking:

UK citizens, especially those from more vulnerable groups such as
children and people from disadvantaged socio-economic groups, are
left exposed to online harms due to this skills deficit. (...)The govern-
ment has a role to play in developing users’ resilience to these risks, to
ensure they have the skills and critical thinking needed to navigate the
internet more safely. (RSM 2021, 6-7)

As much as this discourse acknowledges systemic issues in the political economy of
the media, the policy recommendations derived from this critique fail to engage
with the nuance and complexity of media reception. The emphasis on media literacy
admittedly acknowledges structural mechanisms of political manipulation. Like the
academic literature on media populism, the grey literature critiques a form of polit-
ical consumerism heightened by a fragmented digital media environment, where the
attention economy drives profit-oriented news production practices. However, the
argument of resilience ironically diverts policy discussions away from a structural
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reform of the media market, while legitimising tighter media regulations and recent-
ralisation.

Deterministic psychological processes

This view of the user is reinforced by deterministic notions about the group psycho-
logy of the populist audience. Under ‘psychological impact’ the 2024 UK Parlia-
mentary report on disinformation, for example, states that ‘frequent exposure to
mis/disinformation can hinder the ability to identify credible information. A con-
sequence may be distrust of all information, including from sources traditionally
considered reliable (such as regulated media)’ (2024, 11). Here, it is the audience,
not the media, that is portrayed as corrupted. The focus is not on the reliability of
the media but on the gullibility of the public.

In other instances, the grey literature evokes deterministic theories from social psy-
chology alluding to the behavioural effects of belief echoes amongst audiences ex-
posed to online disinformation (Lai and Ladav 2023). Audiences are thus framed as
casily manipulated and ‘uncritical, despite the acknowledged scepticism they express
towards official news sources:

‘Powerful new technology makes the manipulation and fabrication of
content simple, and social networks dramatically amplify falsechoods
peddled by States, populist politicians, and dishonest corporate entit-
ies, as they are shared by uncritical publics. (UNESCO 2018, 15)

Media reception is described as a helpless exposure to ‘negative influences. Today’s
mass audience is, in other words, portrayed as driven by sheer conformism, an inclin-
ation that threatens ‘democratic processes and societal debates’ (ERGA 2020, 8).
Such a framing reasserts a gendered dichotomy, contrasting the threat of an erratic
crowd with the reassuring rationality of a well-informed public. This image of a sub-
jugated populist audience further resonates with the binary opposing the liberal
concept of publicity to the informality of an unregulated private sphere. This reduc-
tionist trope not only affects our understanding of populist sentiment, but also per-
petuates paternalistic ideals of civic engagement, primarily based on the limited
framework of Western liberal democracies.

‘Fake news’ regulations: a neo-colonial framework of media
governance

Much of the grey literature on disinformation applies a similar logic to promote a
security lens, which resonates with earlier policies designed to prevent hate speech
and ‘extremist’ content. The use of bots in political campaigning, along with the risks
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associated with deep fakes are, for example, presented as significant threats that may
justify a broader securitisation of the online space. The implementation of these
tighter media regulations yet raises questions about the freedom of the press in legis-
lations with high levels of media ownership concentration. This aspect of the policy
discourse reveals the Eurocentrism of liberal ‘post-truth’ criticism, questioning its
relevance beyond the Global North. Some legal experts accordingly express reserva-
tions about the development of a legal framework around disinformation
(Mchangama and Fiss 2019; Garbe et al. 2021). They warn us about the fact that this
framework is likely to be modelled on the case of Western democracies and eventu-
ally reapplied in contexts, where the national media market is already highly central-
ised. Experts refer to the example of Germany’s Network Enforcement Act (Net-
zDG), initially designed to limit far-right content by enforcing stricter censorship
against hate speech and disinformation. This legal framework was exported to other
countries, where its implementation is further limiting freedom of expression
(Mchangama and Fiss 2019, 3-6). As is the case for hate speech and ‘extremism), the
legal and conceptual definitions of the term remain problematically vague. Such
terminology may be applied to question the trustworthiness of alternative (i.c., un-
regulated) communication networks in legislations where political dissent has been
marginalised to the peripheries of the public sphere.

In countries like Egypt (Mahlouly 2023), Malaysia, Lesotho and Uganda (Garbe et
al. 2021), governments have implemented new laws exposing individual users to fees
and penalties when circulating online content deemed ‘fake news’ As for European
jurisdictions, the new legal frameworks designed to tackle the spread of disinforma-
tion by far-right networks have been shown to have collateral effects for diasporas
and minority voices (Human Rights Watch 2018; Radsch 2017). The case of Ger-
many’s media policy responses in monitoring antisemitic content demonstrates that
such a security-driven approach to disinformation is, ironically, likely to further re-
strict the expression of diasporas and ethnic minorities in its effort to combat far-
right nationalist rhetoric (Jamal 2022). The terminology of post-truth thus carries
significant legal implications and risks recentralising public discourse around the
authority of the modern state, thereby perpetuating a neo-colonial approach to me-
dia regulation.

Conclusion

These findings suggest that the liberal critique of post-truth populism is shaping
policy discourses around public engagement in the digital mass media. This ap-
proach tends to promote a paternalistic lens and calls for elitist processes of public
engagement, which are rooted in Western modernity. Such mechanisms have already
been challenged by a feminist and postcolonial critique, which expresses reservations
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about the epistemological implications of ‘post-truth’ criticisms and their rejection
of post-structuralism. Rather than a tightly regulated debate, this postcolonial per-
spective evidences the relevance of dialogue as a cultural practice and a context-spe-
cific form of communication (Carbaugh 2013). Future policymaking should draw
on this critique to reconsider the legal framework around disinformation, attending
to its context-specific implications across national media markets, where varying
legislations and communication practices present distinct challenges for media free-
dom.

From a communication perspective, this paternalistic undertone transpires from the
framing of zhe populist audience — a construct that conveys common negative ste-
reotypes about the masses. In the context of disinformation and post-truth popu-
lism, these digital crowds are typically viewed as vulnerable and easily manipulated
by media narratives designed to appeal to their affects. In this context, the postcolo-
nial and feminist critiques remind us that the epistemological tools of poststructur-
alism remain relevant, when it comes to challenging any essentialist narrative la-
belled as truth. Crucially, the policy discourse around ‘post-truth’ also relies on a
predominantly structural view of media and mass communication which disregards
audience agency. In doing so, it appears to co-opt a traditionally Marxist critique of
the mass media and its political economy, while diverting the debate away from
structural change. Yet, a theory of agency may offer a more productive response to
the current climate of public distrust and polarisation.

These findings introduce two areas for dialogue allowing us to reconcile perspectives
on populism in both policy discourses and communication research. On the one
hand, they invite us to apply a bottom-up perspective that acknowledges a subaltern
decoding of the media (Hall 2007) and recognises organic pathways to critical think-
ing and media literacy. Such a theory of agency overcomes the paternalistic under-
tone of post-truth criticisms, validating a sometimes-legitimate populist sentiment.

Most importantly, it refrains from positioning truth as a prerequisite for dialogue.
Rather than emphasising a pragmatic realist notion of unconditional universalistic
truth as an a priori standard (Habermas 2014; Habermas and Cooke 2000), this
perspective reexplores the communicative aspects of truth-seeking as embedded in
deliberative praxis. As such, it acknowledges dialogue as instrumental to the pursuit
of truth, understood as an ongoing process rather than a fixed endpoint. This idea
aligns with the conceptual framework of dialogue as an evolutionary process based
on reciprocity as well as a site of power negotiation (Hammond et al. 2003). It also
resonates with Kelly’s definition of dialogue as a constructive and reflective practice,
which contrasts with debate (2013). In other words, a communication theory of
agency applied to the study of populism aligns with Habermas’s ideal of communic-
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ative action, while also addressing the real-world challenges posed by power asym-
metries in dialogical practices — framing these negotiations as essential to the pursuit
of mutual understanding and truth.

On the other hand, such a counter-intuitive approach supports dialogue, calling for
a re-conceptualisation of populism in the field of political communication. It stems
from the realisation that a structural critique of the mass media — as much as it ori-
ginates from critical theory (Adorno and Horkheimer 2002; Benjamin 1935) - un-
willingly legitimises a liberal and rather elitist framework of public deliberation
(Habermas 1962). By focusing on the political economy of the media, critical media
theory overlooks the audience, supposing that it is primarily subjugated to higher
powers. Such a perspective inadvertently supports a liberal discourse around media
securitisation and re-centralisation. This conundrum introduces new avenues for
dialogue insofar as it highlights points of intersection as well as contradictions
(Hammond et al. 2003) which are directly relevant to the conceptualisation of pop-
ulism as a practice of political communication.
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Conceptualising a Queer Digital Populism:
Conflict and Reconciliation between Politician
and Persona in Digital Populist
Communications

Chris Burden!

Abstract: Populism as a topic remains locked in a terminological anarchy occupying a conten-
tious position within contemporary political discourse. Such contention becomes further com-
pounded when assessing populism as it appears online, offering both myriad challenges and pos-
sibilities for understandings of the novel emergence of the specifically Digital Populist.

Through a six-month digital ethnography commencing on the then-Twitter, completing on the
now-X, and a series of semi-structured interviews investigating the cases of Britain, France, and
Germany, this paper explores the Digital Populist as an inherently queered conception, rejecting
the entrenched normative binaries engaged routinely within traditional academic approaches to
populism. The reliance upon enforced binaries has rendered explorations ill-equipped to compre-
hend the myriad permutations, intentions, and presentations of populism online. Through dis-
cussing Digital Populism directly with politicians, this exploration describes a concept far beyond
ideology and ideologues, instead reframing it as an audience-informed performance online guided

by pragmatic reactions to the context.

Digital Populism was perceived to be a reactive and embodied performance, complete with care-
tully scripted, rehearsed, and embodied presentations, performed to an assembled social media
audience, complete with its polemics, polarisations, and controversies. Populisms follow a queer
path, featuring multiple phases of conflict and reconciliation of the self upon a spectrum of
thought. With surprising alignment, national and political divisions seemed to play little part in
their performance, as instead pressures of the system came to the fore, altering and guiding the
politicians into embracing populist discourses. Slowly, through a breakdown of binaries, the
politicians became the public, and the public became them.

1 Chris Burden is a PhD Candidate at Aston University, with a background in French and Ger-
man Studies and International Relations. His PhD focuses on the utilisation of queered ap-
proaches beyond the study of sexuality, using these perspectives to reveal a deconstruction of
presumed binaries within political discourses. With specific interest in populism as it is mani-
fested in the United Kingdom, France, and Germany, he assesses diverse populisms, secking to
coproduce shared, consented insights into the phenomena he studies, rather than applying
fixed, traditional academic approaches. Such queered insights reveal new perspectives that were
present but unexplored within the findings of previous research, presenting new grounds for

the reconceptualising of populism.
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Introduction

Conceptualisations of the Populist remain a difficult topic within political dia-
logues. Conceptualising a populist who operates primarily within a disembodied
digital realm, however, is even more so. This paper shall introduce novel perspectives
on the matter by utilising queered approaches to political theory, thus realigning
traditional perceptions of populism to discuss not an ideological approach, but in-
stead an approach of performance driven and developed through long-term discurs-
ive dialogues with an assembled audience. This reconceptualisation offers myriad
opportunities for future research into global political populisms and demonstrates
the emergence of a distinct space opening between physical and digital populisms.

The queered lens of the research offers specific novel insight, in that it intentionally
addresses power structures within research and a tradition-fuelled inertia within
academic conceptualisations of populism. In deconstructing the Digital Populist
into its constituent parts, then subsequently reassembling these tenets, fresh under-
standings of complicated notions may form a cohesive, new narrative. These Digital
Populists are not regurgitative ideologues, repeating set political lines, but are in-
stead more nuanced, audience-informed actors performing in the most literal sense
of the word. Using Twitter (X) as their stage, Digital Populists script, rehearse, and
perform embodied pieces of drama as entertainment, seeking to balance their needs
as both politicians and persons with those of their assembled audiences.

Academic discourse ruminating upon populism is, of course, not novel, and debates
upon the precise nature of the term ‘populism’ vary in both approach and scope.
Countless contributions exist discussing the terminology itself, and well-established
scholars recognise the prevailing terminological anarchy within discourse (Mudde
2008), in which there remains no universally shared definition (Mudde 2019). Such
definitional issues pose limitations upon contemporary understandings of what is
otherwise a pertinent and timely topic. However, within such chaos lies, too, bound-
less possibility for wider attempts at a wholesale re-evaluation of the concepts of
populism and the opportunity for explorations beyond definition.

Queered approaches to political studies provide guidance for these possibilities,
alongside a useful expansion of the remit of study. Puar (2005) noted that complic-
ated concepts produce inherently queer environments and that such created queered
times require even queerer methods to address them. Where chaos typifies the dis-
cursive environment, academia ought to explore these concepts’ unrestrained pre-
scriptivist approaches and instead use narration and social concepts to sustain an
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intellectual irreverence and rejection of academic norms through anti-disciplinary
devices (Brim and Ghaziani 2016). Instead of secking to create near, binary categor-
isations as required by traditional approaches to study (Crosby et al. 2012), this pa-
per shall embrace looser and more reflexive categorisations, exploring nuance and
momentary alignment as it appears at the borders between categories, where single
people or concepts may occupy multiple, permeable, overlapping, and contradictory
positions simultaneously.

In essence, this paper applies queer theory not to explore sexuality, but instead to
take its deconstructions of binaries and its rejection of normative expectations (But-
ler 1994) and refocus these flexibilities upon the intersections of identity and per-
formance (Namaste 1994). In utilising this open mesh approach to conceptualising
populism (Sedgwick 1993), the analytical and conceptual lens is better able to
dramatise the incoherencies and inconsistencies within traditional normative
thought, and present previously stable conceptions of character as negotiable (Jagose
1996). In doing so, analysing dialogue with politicians makes better use of their in-
sights into populism as prime sources of data, and uses their narratives of arbitrari-
ness and social movements as drivers of political and social life (O’Malley et al.
2018) rather than fixed definitions. Their speculation, rumination, and conjectures
become valid and reliable evidence sources (Harper 2005), expanding the theoretical
realm in which traditional populist approaches may be understood.

The need for such expansion becomes evident when discussing populism, and spe-
cifically Digital Populism. The value of a fixed definition is only exploitable if that
definition is shared or understood between the world within which it is developed
and used, and the world within which it is sought to be applied. In short, this aca-
demic definition of populism currently shares little common ground with populism
as it is understood by politicians and political commentators. Inherently, this means
that research in which politicians were asked for their views on the concept were
potentially premised upon a fundamentally mismatched and unshared concept
between the speakers.

To address this imbalance, this paper takes both academic conceptions and civic
conceptions, and rejects their normative value or shared meaning, instead opting to
co-produce a concept of populism within the interview phase of research itself, using
the direct input of the politician. Questions were designed to phase and build
between interlocutors understanding upon which the rest of the interview could be
hinged and against which responses could be calibrated. In including the participant
in such a manner through constructive dialogue, the ‘definition” produced could be
reasonably assumed to be universally understood within the closed system of the
interview. The concept of populism produced in this way was revealed to be in no
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way binary or simple, but a deeply nuanced journey with insight into spectrums,
tolerances, and consent within public discourse, offering novel insight into world
populisms as understood by their users.

The data generated within the interviews demonstrate the distinct lack of fixed con-
cepts of ideology, instead offering the presence of a deeply embodied form of con-
sidered political performance directly informed by audience reaction. Whether
through rare exchanges of direct dialogue, or implicit information trades through
non-verbal exchanges of Likes, Retweets or Follows, there had emerged a specifically
digital discourse, challenging and inverting power structures between editorialised
politics, politicians, and publics, tugging at the borders between actor and audience,
and transcending the previously assumed fixed boundaries of the stage. This form of
actorship was not proposed to be an oddity, but a fundamental expression of politic-
al communication in the digital era, where the pressures of the platform created the
Digital Populist as a modal communicator. Utilising such strategies was not the
symbol of the emergence of a new radical ideologue, but of a pragmatic communic-
ator adapting to the circumstances of the platform.

Drawing from research within Britain, France, and Germany, the project witnessed
the transition from a concept of populism as an external force to be combated, into a
concept of gradual acceptance and cognisance that such definitions were descriptive
of their own behaviours. This was guided by and reactive to the nature of the digital
public sphere, in which the slow curation of characters, irrationalisable with the
physical self was developed and deployed. With the majority of data collection tak-
ing place through the latter half of 2023 and into 2024, the paper is situated in a
period of great transition, as the Musk takeover of Twitter and its transition into X
began and embedded. This paper is cognisant of the effects this may have had on
discourse, as right-wing narratives embedded, and leftist communication altered
(Robinson 2024) as a result of this action.

This paper demonstrates that there exist fundamental tensions between the politi-
cians” physical selves and their digital personas as they exist on the transitionary
Twitter/X platform, exploring the active process of conflict and reconciliation
between these two presentations. To do this, it first explores the methods, parti-
cipant assembly, and ethical conundrums which underpinned the project, before
presenting the digital realm as an inherently queered communicative arena. Such
conceptualisation allows for the subsequent analysis of the state of play of commu-
nications on the platform, and for novel insights into the specifically Digital Populist
to be produced.
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Methods, Participants, and Ethical Considerations

Supporting the generation of these insights are methodological and ethical arrange-
ments which allowed for the detection of gradual shifts in character, and for the elu-
cidation of differences between politician and persona. Exploring such differences
required a two-phase process of data collection and generation, conducted using a
covert digital ethnography and supplemented with semi-structured interviews and
reflexive thematic text analysis.

The ethnography observed 90 politicians covertly, over a six-month period, during
which 17,658 Tweets were authored. Of these 90 politicians, 18 accepted the oppor-
tunity to be interviewed, yielding a total of 7 British, 5 French, and 6 German inter-
viewees. These interviews were transcribed and analysed reflexively, contributing
further data. Each of the methods and its impacts is assessed below.

Utilising a ‘covert’ ethnographic approach digitally mapped traditional ethnographic
approaches of observation onto the digital realm (Kozinets 1998), and this unim-
peded public access to Twitter (Stier et al. 2018) allowed the research to fulfil the
role of the Turker’ (Ferguson 2017). Between July and December 2023, coinciding
with the rebranding of Twitter as X by Elon Musk (McCallum 2023), the Tweets of
the 90 politicians were consumed in live time, witnessing their characters, while
avoiding direct interaction.

Left-wing politicians were assembled from across parties in the United Kingdom,
France, and Germany, where each held a comparable mandate when considering
clectoral structures, with attention paid to representing local, regional, and national
tiers of government. Comparability was paramount, and national figures all held
opposition roles, while all local and regional selections constituted ruling groups or
coalitions congruent with domestic political arrangements.

Noting Kitschelt’s (1986) contributions on political opportunity structures, it was
assumed that characteristics of the state would alter the social and political activities
which would represent feasible communicative strategies for the actors. While the
digital sphere is notionally internationalised, dislocated from the physical state, the
social borders of language and culture were assumed to provide scope for differences
to be presented between cases, providing comparable yet comparative national in-
sights. These structural differences, more pressingly, also altered the way participants
could be selected, thus drawing from the social democratic wing, to the radical left to
facilitate discussion.

Germany’s system of proportional representation permits a wide range of political
ideologies to thrive; this is facilitated by a widespread national voter base and specif-
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ic voter concentrations in particular constituencies to circumvent electoral hurdles
and achieve proportionality (Bundeswahlleiter 2021). The French system, typified
by two-rounds of voting, is prone to relative ideological stability but rapid collapse
and growth of the partisan elements of this alignment (Evans 2018), allowing new
challenger parties to emerge casily. The United Kingdom, conversely, did not have
the same favourable structures for explicitly populist thought to prevail electorally.
While such parties are evidently plausible within the setting, typically the spectrum
of political thought is compressed into factions within the structures of the main-
stream parties (McCormick 1980), with far less opportunity for them to exist inde-
pendently, thus requiring investigation to consider these parties too.

Within the selection process, a 50/50 split of assumed gender was provided. There
was, despite the utilisation of queer theory, no intentional selection for sexuality. The
value of the queered approach was, to this paper, found in its augmentative values of
nuance, performance, and understanding of social hierarchies, rather than in its tra-
ditional deployment for the analysis of sexuality (Namaste 1994). Instead, the
foundational concepts of performances in social settings and the pervasive nature of
power (Butler 1994) were used to deconstruct prevailing ontologically unvaluable

binaries (Sedgwick 1990) within the data.

Of the politicians invited by email, 18 participated in the 45-minute semi-structured
interview. The self-selection to participate yielded 10 female-presenting and 8 male-
presenting interviewees. Each was offered the opportunity to participate physically
or digitally, and each was offered the choice for the interview to be facilitated in
English, French, or German. The interviews consisted of four sections, comprising
introduction, discussion of their presence on Twitter as it was at the commencement
of research, the role of this platform for political communications, and their percep-
tion of the self online.

The participants discussed a range of topics, including political systems, their beha-
viours, and their understanding of populism as a term. After constructing a mutually
agreed definition of populism in this dialogue, they were invited to reassess their
carlier contributions in light of this definition. This consensual and reiterative pro-
cess clicited comfort during controversial topics, promoting introspection, and
meaningfully generated dialogue between the researcher and researched, upending
traditional power dynamics within interviews.

Ethically, the research drew only from public profiles selected by those holding cur-
rent political office (Stiers et al. 2018), and reiterated elements of consent and ability
to withdraw throughout, while also completely anonymising the participants. Addi-
tionally, the two-phase process consciously allowed me as a researcher to be integ-
rated as an essential facet of the findings, bridging the gap between consumer and
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interlocutor. In becoming a consumer of their character, then later participant in
direct dialogue with the individual, the process engendered an active engagement in
the transgression of boundaries, and the upending of traditional power dynamics,
leaning into the flexibility provided by queered approaches.

Populism as Ideology, or Performance?

Mudde’s conception of an ideational populism is a useful starting point. Like
Mudde, this paper agrees that studying populism must not become distracted by
outspoken leaders (Albertazzi and McDonell 2008), but should instead plant its
roots within the fundamental ideological tensions presented as existing between
supposedly virtuous citizens and the supposedly out-of-touch elites (de la Torre
2017). Previous rescarch has expended significant effort and focus upon investiga-
tions of specifically right-wing populism (Canovan 1984; Mudde 2010), using
primarily normative and realist conceptions of economics and power as dynamic
political factors, rather than sociodemographic factors (Arzheimer and Carter 2006;
Howard 2010). Such positions have held space for new queered and nuanced read-
ings of the phenomena to enter the field, alongside explorations of left-wing orienta-
tions.

There should, by all reasonable assumptions, be significant differences in the beha-
viours of the individuals, as the study crosses tiers of government, national borders,
and different parties. From typical parties of the radical left (Cervera-Marzal 2021)
to emergent challenger- (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019) cum-governing party
embodying the populist style (Dow 2021; Eubel and Meisner 2011) to mainstream
parties of government, the range of politicians assembled would, according to nor-
mal assumptions, be incomparable and radically different in their presentations on-
line, dependent on their circumstance and context.

Indeed, if the research design had been predisposed to be insensitive to such issues, it
may have concluded that their behaviours were totally different. Yet in allowing the
interviewees to lead the discussion, generating new insights for the deconstruction
and reconstruction of the Digital Populist, more ephemeral, temporary construc-
tions of the self, aligned with populist discursive elements, were able to be presented
simultaneously, performing conflicting traits between the physical and digital selves,
demonstrating a surprising alignment of behaviours across borders, between concep-
tually different cases.

This process of distinguishing between ideology and performance did not seek to
suggest that ideological definitions are totally wrong, but instead that the chrono-
logy of their deployment within research limits the insights which academics may
seck to reasonably explore or generate. In utilising only a rationally complete, re-
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strictive list of parties and cases for investigations which have supposedly fulfilled a
definition, nuanced behaviours along the borders of these definitions remain unin-
vestigated. Such restrictive exploratory premises specifically restrict wider investiga-
tion into left-wing populism, wherein fundamental tenets of leftist activism require
the specific manufacture of an oppositional alignment of the people against the elite,
even within the most mainstream social democratic parties. Yet, in any traditional
exploration of populism, these parties are excluded, despite notionally fulfilling core
tenets of the definition. If the foundational definition has issues coping with ideolo-
gical tenets consistently when understanding the left, then new perspectives are re-

quired.

Instead of viewing leftist populism as it manifests online as an extension of ideology,
it is instead presented that a specifically Digital Populism is a distinct, queered, com-
plicated act of performance, deeply informed by, and oriented towards, a perceived
clectorate assembled as an audience. In transitioning this approach to exploring
populisms, new parties and individuals are able to be considered, where their contri-
butions are here understood as a presence which is distinct from their physical form
and traditional manifestation and party-political allegiance. It is expected that this
approach will generate insight effectively into the behaviours of both populist and
mainstream parties, demonstrating a herding of this performance in the online
realm, influenced by the digital system, despite existing in a diverse and internation-
alised online populist arena.

Conceptualising the Digital Realm as a Queered Communic-
ative Arena

Following the transition from traditional populism into specifically digital perform-
ances, it is vital to recognise that while linked with its corporeally bounded counter-
part, the Digital Populist must be seen as distinct if it is to be understood effectively.
The ubiquity of social media within contemporary political discourse has funda-
mentally, and likely irrevocably, altered perceptions and communication (Earl 2023).
For politicians, existing online is not an optional expansion, but a mandatory and
expected tool for both communication and campaigning (Stier et al. 2018). Such
intense structural transformations over a compressed timeframe heighten the need
for the construction of deeper, nuanced understandings of specifically digital dia-

logue and digital populisms.

Surrounding Digital Populisms there exist an unavoidable set of discourses in which
the borders of fact and truth, and entertainment and information blur (Hameleers
2020; Iosifidis and Nicoli 2019), posing new difficulties for approaches using solely
binary understandings. Instead of seeking naturalistic or organically present ele-
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ments, novel understandings of populisms must draw from social constructionist
discourses, recognising knowledge to be generated discourses, and that such dis-
courses are never totally divorceable from the contexts in which they were wrought
(Seamon and Gill 2016).

In the contemporary discursive arena, enormous quantities of political campaigning
occur within the unbounded digital space, featuring as characters abstractions of real
figures, presenting select facets and insights into their everyday life. In short, while
the author exists physically, they pilot an avatar designed to convey partial insight
into their physicality within the digital realm, posing difficulties for generating con-
sistent understandings into this presentation, and inevitably generating distinct
presentations of their physical and digital selves as new characters emerge and di-
verge between the two contexts.

Utilising a queered social constructionist perspective removes the need to constitute
absolute groups within the analysis, and instead focuses on the resonances and dis-
sonances between more permeable categories (Sedgwick 1993), while understanding
the arbitrariness of social forces and their associations with the quotidian (O’Malley
ct al. 2016). Sedgwick (1990) concretises an understanding of this concept through
the analogy of the ‘closet’. Being ‘closeted’” and being ‘out’ are traditionally posited to
be two mutually exclusive positions, unable to be rationalised within a single charac-
ter. Fuss (1991) explores an irony in that when considering such an instance, neither
status is able to constitute itself absolutely without the other. In creating such binary
categories, they render themselves only able to exist socially in total opposition.
Sedgwick (1990) sees such enforced binaries as ontologically worthless. Expanding
this analogy, similar conclusions can be drawn as a basis to understand this paper’s
assertion of new, queered insights into populism.

Someone within the ‘closet, while perceptibly oppositional to someone ‘out; is cru-
cially no more or less queer than the other. Each is equally clear, yet only one per-
forms this outwardly. Thus, membership of cither category becomes a selective per-
formance, oriented at any given time towards a specific audience, able to be per-
formed or withdrawn between groups or moments. Such presentation, able to be
defined, is but a single moment of intersection between identity and performance
(Namaste 1994), exposing views into the pervasive nature of power in nomenclature
and definition within the outlooks of contemporary society. Within the metaphor,
being ‘closeted’ or ‘out’ remains equally queer, yet one occupies significantly higher
social status palatable to the dominant heteronormative structures. Identity as it is
performed becomes a reciprocal performance of feedback and dialogue between
actor and audience.
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This aspect of performance and deconstruction of binary opposition is relevant to
the Digital Populist, able to curate their image in the prevailing social and political
winds. Perceiving this populist must move beyond a status of binary opposition, in-
stead observing their traits as plottable somewhere on a broader spectrum. The re-
construction of the Digital Populist utilises their identity, perhaps their party, allegi-
ance, or physical presentation, and their performance through dialogue within the

digital public sphere.

Previous research relies upon constructing the populist by inverting the traits of the
perceived mainstream, much how the ‘closeted’ and the ‘outed’ are traditionally pro-
duced. Thus, naturally, the populist as a category now only exists by being consti-
tuted as oppositional to the non-populist and vice versa. Yet between such absolute
categorisations, there is not a simple binary where black becomes white, but a gradu-
ally phased spectrum, along a stretched axis of palatability and acceptability of per-
formed actions. Much like the heteronormative power dynamic of the closet, there
are similar moral heuristics applied, where non-populist discourses derived from
definitions formed by the dominant majority and establishment of the mainstream
are held to be more valid than populist ones.

However, the individuals knowingly test their performances along these boundaries
despite such judgements, exploring where these differences shade, engaging in an
extensive, yet imbalanced, dialogue with an assembled, disembodied audience. At
any given moment, the individual may transition between performances which, ac-
cording to traditional definitions, would categorise them as populist or non-popu-
list. Thus, within the Digital Space, the binary becomes, as Sedgwick may have anti-
cipated, ontologically worthless, and in need of philosophical expansion to discuss
contemporary discourse.

Such imbalances, and later more permeable categories, arise from both the nature of
the platform and the nature of the Digital Populist. Online discourse deprives the
audience of the traditional cues upon which they were socialised, removing the phys-
ical indicators used to derive meaning in the real world. This lack of cues upon which
conversation is premised poses potential disruption for democratic discourses. An
audience secking to derive political meaning or seeking to form some kind of public
opinion is forced to explore the liminal space between categories with limited access
to signposting, and without the knowledge of where these borders lie. As a research-
er experiencing a facsimile of this process during the ethnography, there was signific-
ant scope to explore and experience the moments where these actors and audiences
transgressed traditional boundaries (Fuss 1991).

Hauser (1998) perceived the public sphere to possess multiple facets, and that it
primarily represented a realm akin to theatre, complete with actors and audience
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participation. Such arguments and presentations remain pertinent when considering
the nature of modern discourse situated within the space of Twitter/X. The platform
permits the formation of a public sphere and discursive realm fundamentally
premised upon broadcast or performance, wherein participation is permitted, albeit
rare in practice, while other non-verbal feedback mechanisms such as Likes, Follows
and Bookmarks reign. Such views of performance and power attract new pertinence

in the light of this setting.

Conceptualising the Digital Populist as an actor on this stage thus allows for a direct
discussion of dramaturgy as a communicative and sociological concept alongside its
political implications within social constructionist thought and dialogue. The actors’
alteration of their self-presentation dependent on the contexts of setting and audi-
ence need (Maseda 2017) is both intentional and cognisant of the imbalanced
power dynamic held over the audience.

The modal form of communication, broadcast on Twitter/X, masquerades as open
dialogue, appearing instantancous to the consumer, but is powered by limitless re-
sources backstage, where the performers may research, inform, and develop an on-
stage performance, endlessly abstracting themselves and their presentations to be
trialled upon an unsuspecting end consumer (Schulman 2017). Audience reactions
to these Tweets, whether Retweets or Likes, establish an unequal dialogue, in which
the audience gains little meaningful opportunity for gainful dialogue, while their
input provides ample insight for the actor to gauge the effectiveness of their per-
formance.

This closes the presentation of the metaphor and establishes the deconstruction and
reconstruction of the Digital Populist as a concept explorable through narrative
structures. The Digital Populist is a performer, occupying space upon the stage and
coordinating their performance along a spectrum between the extreme ends of the
mutually reliant concepts of populist and non-populist. Backstage, they script and
rehearse endless reconceptualisations of the self, each equally valid, before broadcast-
ing a reflection of this artificial construction online as if it were an instantaneous
production. The audience consumes this character, unable to parse insight into
cither its authenticity or artificiality and responds in kind, whether textually or sub-
textually, establishing the connection of ‘dialogue’. Any feedback is utilisable by the
actor to refine and inform their future character(s), establishing the image of the
relatable, comprehensible politician, aligned with the needs and views of their pub-
lic(s). The realm conceptualises itself, alongside the actors within it, as inherently
queer constructions. They are instantaneous and preplanned. They are actor and
audience. They are politician and public.
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In establishing this conception of a queered communicative arena wherein individu-
als may hold multiple conflicting statuses, the discussions directly with politicians
accrue more significance, and the findings may be more effectively observed and
concretised.

Generating Insights of Performance of Populism alongside
Politics

Presenting populism as a performance, rather than through a codified definition, was
centred upon a central criticism of hitherto deployed academic approaches to popu-
lism. Critically, the issue with deploying a definition generated through academic
discourse is that is it seldom rationalisable with the perspectives of the group it secks
to define. Evidently populism and populists exist, yet the number of those adopting
the term as an endonym is fleetingly small. This cannot be without reason and is pos-
ited by this paper to be linked to the way the fixed, ideological definition is derived.
In any social constructionist conception, academic and civic definitions of populism
will be thus fundamentally different, owing to the differently constituted dialogues
which produce them.

The insular nature of academic discourse, wherein academics typically engage in
cited dialogue with other academics to produce reports for other academics, pro-
duces insightful knowledge but limits its applicability or utility within civil society,
risking generating insights unreflective of on-the-ground experiences. This paper
seeks to engage with this imbalance through the production of perspectives on pop-
ulism through dialogue between interviewer and interviewee as equal interlocutors
in conversation, with the focus on inviting leadership on the matter from those to
whom the moniker might be attached, gauging their opinions and orientations to-
wards the concept.

The process of discussion naturally illuminated perspectives on populism not neces-
sarily detectable in other academic approaches, wherein the responses were indicat-
ive of a broad alignment with the queered assumptions presented above. Their re-
sponses indicated a belief in a sliding scale of populism, which could be dipped in
and out of, rather than of some form of categorical adherence to a fixed definition.
Through such conversations, a troubled narrative was constructed, alongside the
gradual detection of a set of inconsistencies within their own performances which
they sought to explain through convoluted explorations of reality as they perceived
it. To facilitate the discussion, and begin the structuring of the narrative process, the
politicians were asked, “What do you understand by the term “populism”?” and al-
lowed space and time to respond. The discussion revealed significant novel insight,
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as their answers went from initial rejection to external blame, to loose definition, to a
final self-acceptance.

The discussion commenced in surprising, almost universal, alignment with academic
insights, albeit using different vocabulary. Then, relatively quickly, the concept of the
loosely bounded ideology consumed by terminological anarchy emerged, explained
through a civic lens. Vague answers from ‘it can be all kind of things, can’t it
really?” (GB09) to ‘the term populist is used to describe too many things that are too
different’ (FR21), were typical starting points for the participants. There was, how-
ever, non-verbally but tonally, a palpable negativity towards populism within the
contributions, but a broad unwillingness to engage in definition crafting. Instead, the
interviewees offered personal anecdote as explanation in lieu of definition.

The anecdotes did, however, provide useful expansion and developable insight. Des-
pite the transnationality of the selection of participants, their responses on populism
were almost universally aligned, as each defaulted to exemplifying, rather than defin-
ing, populism through the negative invoking of a culturally relevant right-wing party
domiciled within their immediate political circle.

The Brexit Party, now Reform UK, was labelled by a British respondent as populism,
while expanding that they, in fact, ‘still see it as neo-fascist” questioning ‘where does
this new populism shade into fascism?” (GB08). A French respondent viewed the
emergence of the then newly rebranded Rassemblement Nationale as the prime ex-
ample, decrying them as ‘the far right’ and mourning that ‘the French right is becom-
ing absolutely more extreme’ (FR09). Finally, in Germany, there was a view that the
Alternative fiir Deutschland had become a ‘really fascist party” with ‘no democratic
core left’ (DE20).

These initial contributions confirmed previous research surrounding perspectives on
populism, witnessing the term being deployed as an exonym, and similarly being
held as a thinly based approach with a conceptual base level of tension with the lib-
eral pillars of democracy (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012). Such contributions, in their
partisan nature, were expected as part of the political performance, but were un-
grounded in constructive dialogue to progressing actual understandings of popu-
lism. Having matched previous academic findings, such interview data could have
been used to support the prevailing theoretical findings with qualitative evidence.
However, it was still held by this approach that within the threads of that opinion
formation which had produced these responses, there would be reasonable grounds
to pursue the definition further and to uncover greater insight into motivation bey-
ond the automatic, reactionary, binary notion of opposition.
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Each participant was asked to progress their definition beyond exemplification and
to focus on what they held to be the raw ingredients of the construction of the Digi-
tal Populist and on what populism actually meant beyond parties. This yielded a set
of insights deeper than specific policies, instead focusing on the underlying purposes
and motivations of populist communication in the digital realm. This exploration
shifted the rhetoric from reflexive insult to conceptions of nature, in which populists
were seen as those issuing ‘an appeal to the base instinct of the human
species’ (FR09) or utilising a strategy which ‘plays on feelings more than anything...
it plays on primary emotions...it designates an opponent...an enemy...and does so
without taking into account the complexity of things’ (FR04). There was little im-
portance placed on creating a rationally complete ideology, thinly based or other-
wise, but instead it was placed on performing communications able to continue a
‘feeding of extremes and making people who don’t believe those extremes believe
them’ (GB07), through which it was ‘possible to oppose the powerful to the
weak’ (FRO7).

Crucially, their explorations indicated a belief that populism was different from a
definable ideology but was instead a tool to be deployed within communicative
strategies by those occupying the political stage, with specific provision for the emer-
gence of digital iterations of populism. Additionally, this nature of being a commu-
nicative strategy naturally lent it the ability to flex between contexts more easily, fur-
ther divorcing the link between physical and digital. Thus, Digital Populists were
able to present ‘very easy answers to very difficult questions’ (DE20) through an in-
credibly flexible image provision of the platform ‘designed to simply oppose’ (FR04),
rooted in an attempt to generate ‘thought out impact’ on interactions and viewer-
ship rather than ‘thought out policy’ (GB06). In order to achieve this, populists or
populist organisations required a ‘political coalition that you either have or are try-
ing to create, and you try and present yourself in such a way as to be what that group
wants in terms of a politician’ (GB13). This is evidence of both a reciprocal nature of
dialogue as the individual assesses what the audience needs from their feedback, and
that an active and intentional embodiment process commences as an alliance is cur-
ated and a mutual enemy created.

This may on the surface appear to be a convoluted reinvention of the wheel, but for
the politicians being interviewed, it was a vital stage in them disassembling their
view of populism, empowering the next stage of discussion. They had indicated an
initial belief that populism, as they held it, was not totally dissimilar to traditional
academic perspectives, albeit fundamentally different structurally in its presentation
online. Populism online was seen as thinly based in its political approach but
premised upon the intentional construction of an oppositional dichotomy between
groups that was intentionally crafted through social discourse, rather than through a
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naturally occurring binary. These oppositional groups were conditioned to being
presented as oppositional, but with the possibility of permeability, as facilitated by
the prevailing political structures of the host nation. This versatile approach was thus
not seen as an ideological matter, but as a flexible communicative strategy of
presentation and performance mappable over an enormous ideological range, gener-
ated not through a single fulfilment of set, predictable conditions, but through a
long-maintained, deeply embodied performance of numerous self-presentation
strategies towards a perceived assembled audience.

This was a slight inconsistency within the dialogue thus far, as earlier the politicians
had sought to exemplify populism as a feature solely of the far-right. Their contribu-
tions had initially decried it as an aberration of the system but struggled to provide a
meaningful contextual basis to support that without example. Yet when encouraged
to determine some form of referenceable basis for definition, they eventually gener-
ated concepts of communicative practices which had, presumably inadvertently, im-
plicated their own communication behaviours within the digital realm.

This production of a definition dependent on assembling audiences, designating
clites, and supporting the people in their struggles against them had been a revela-
tion for the participants which was both ironic and queer. In presenting themselves
as egalitarians, republicans, or parliamentarians, as rendered necessary by their per-
sonal contexts, they had assembled their opponents as being inegalitarian, unrepub-
lican, or unparliamentarian. They had positioned the debate as if the threats sup-
posedly posed by populists may only be solved by themselves. Independently, they
had scripted and performed a narrative of ‘us vs. them’ within the interview itself,
observable in live time. Digital Populists were then not ideologues, per se, and
neither were their consumers, but were instead pragmatic participants utilising the
tools provided to them within the context, engaging in strategies they may not have
otherwise used in the physical realm.

The ensuing context collapse, which the participants attempted to remedy, was in-
sightful. The characters they had presented online, which I had observed, could no
longer be rationalised with the characters which they performed in the interview, or
indeed which they may have performed within their relevant seats of government. In
essence, they had unmasked their own utilisation of characters and performance
within their political communication, informed by their perceived audience. Surpris-
ingly, however, upon recognition of the difficulty to rationalise their characters, they
did not attempt to reframe or reconceptualise their ecarlier argument, but instead
began a process of acceptance: ‘And I do wonder sometimes if I'm a bit populist in
my approach because I tend to lean into very inclusive language...So I often use “we”
and talk about “us” and “our”, without really saying who I mean, because there is just
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a constituency of people that I kind of have in my head’ (GB13). Radical, pragmatic
inclusion was perceived as a core part of their appeal to an audience.

Crucially, much of this admission was motivated by a sense of a superior moralisa-
tion contained within the intentionality of their performance compared to their
right-wing counterparts. They considered their performance, naturally, to be a per-
formative corrective action within the democratic system, countering a perceived
threat to democracy with ‘anti-populist” action. In doing so, they sought cautiously
but intentionally to embody the performance they claimed to be secking to counter.

Interestingly for this research, until challenged to disaggregate its definition, they
had been able to sustain multiple conflicting perspectives on populism in their mind
simultaneously whether they had recognised this or not. Populism was bad, yet
theirs was more virtuous. Populism was damaging to the public sphere, yet their
populism was corrective. This research was not aiming to provide a moral perspect-
ive on the issue or investigate the sense of morality or logic from the participants
themselves but was instead intending to demonstrate the ability of the actors to per-
form identities for the public, and that such identities may transgress or occupy mul-
tiple theoretical positions simultaneously. There were, in essence, multiple conflict-
ing populisms and multiple conflicting performances at play in any one moment
within the digital communicative arena, maintained through social discourses un-
detected in such detail by previous research.

These populists, originating from various sources and motivations, were adaptable
performers, reading and learning from their audiences in a performative dialogue,
intentionally promoting a sense of their immediacy and relatability, in turn cach ef-
fectively becoming ‘someone who flatters the people, who claims to be close to the
people, but who does so for reasons that are often exclusive’ (FR08). This under-
standing of a populist transition towards performed relatability and immediacy is
directly coherent with the structural pressures applied by Twitter/X as a social media
platform. The platform is seen widely as an enormous driver in the personalisation of
politics (McLaughlin and MacAfee 2019; Metz et al. 2020), effectively enabling and
encouraging such behaviour. Digital Populism on X was summed up succinctly by
one participant: ‘It’s casy answers, it’s glib, it’s about celebrity politics’ (GBO08).

The convergence between the politicians across nations and parties who ought to
exhibit significantly different positions must be explainable. How then had X in-
formed the specifically Digital Populist across these cases?
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Digital Populism and Twitter/X as an Arena: Playing the
Game

Throughout the discussion until this point, the politicians had contributed specific
insights into their own experience of navigating and communicating within the digi-
tal landscape. Initially they had described themselves as being at the periphery, be-
fore eventually acknowledging themselves as active participants, even if they were
reticent ones. Through the dialogue of interview, they produced a definition of pop-
ulism as they saw it, inadvertently creating a description of populism as they per-
formed it. There had been a clear intentionality behind this performance, yet one
which appeared unwilling and involuntary.

While the partisan exploration that initially appeared had been expected in a discus-
sion centred around partisan politicians, the process of the discussion and produc-
tion provided grounds for novel insights into populism. They had, in their testi-
mony, confirmed the core assumption of the research that populism occupies a space
far beyond ideology, instead being a wider, reactionary, embodied performance, con-
stituted by a sense of moral, emotional, and political perspectives mapped over the
discursive arena in which it was to be performed, informed by the perceived needs of
that audience. However, that insight was yet to explore the impetus behind the pro-
duction of this performance. It is proposed that the pressures exerted by the system,
here Twitter/X, are the foundational basis for the creation of a Digital Populist
presentation of the self.

Earlier research into digital political communications concluded that politicians had
assembled within the online sphere in an attempt to replicate traditional campaign
distribution methods (Gibson Rémmele, and Williamson 2014; Larsson 2015).
While this concept was not totally disputed by the participants, it provided only a
partial understanding. It would explain why traditionally populist parties particip-
ated in populist performances online, as they replicated their physical performance,
but fails to explain why mainstream parties or politicians might mimic this particip-
ation.

Looking at previous rescarch, there secems to be a similar populist trend within Twit-
ter/X discourses, where the platform was understood to have reinvigorated populist
approaches to public dialogue surrounding politics (Zuaniga et al. 2020), although
this could yet prove to be a status in flux following the Musk buyout of the platform
(Palonen et al. 2024). The idea that Twitter/X would form an enormously import-
ant anchor in political discourses and opinion formation is especially understandable
when considering some base conceptions of populism. If indeed it is intended to be
the manifestation of some general will of the people expressed politically (Mudde
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2007), then social media is the largest conceivable arena in which politicians could
claim to converse with such a public without external mediation (Ernst et al. 2018).

Within this arena, there is an almost perfect setup to promote populist discourses.
The public had opted to follow these politicians for a specific reason. They had not
done so to consume clinically maintained, sanitised, party-branded broadcasts (Lee,
Lee and Choi 2020), but instead to glean insights into the authentic lives of politi-
cians in order to seck desirable personality traits upon which to calibrate their polit-
ical assessments (Balmas and Sheafer 2010). This inherently promotes a pressure to
artificially curate the most authentic and relatable version of the self and perform it
in a manner the public may consume as a natural result of the platform and positive
engagement with its functionality. Without adapting to communications with these
needs, the benefits of assembly would fundamentally be lost.

This is coupled with the rapid-fire nature of Twitter/X, wherein the topic of conver-
sation shifts rapidly, provoking scenarios where ‘we have to go as fast as possible, we
have to react, we have to respond, we have to have the right formula that slams down
our point’ encouraging an infotainment approach of blurred information and enter-
tainment to political communication ‘to the detriment of critical thought’ (FRO08).
Dialogue on Twitter/X was seen as reliant upon being very ‘quick on the draw’ and
deploying ‘highly polemical politics because we know it works” (FR17). Little value
can be derived through carefully crafted arguments, as the topic of debate moves on,
but there is much reward to be found from instantanecous ‘movements of
anguish’ (FR04) deliberately deployed to activate ‘the irrational and the
psychosis’ (FR04) of the platform, boosting engagement and generating responsive
discourse.

Generating this polarised content was viewed as not just related to the speed of the
platform or needs of the audience, but a deliberate attempt to game a perceived hos-
tile system of moderation on Twitter/X: “Twitter restricts [viewers] algorithmically
that you aren’t even able to notice what is being said in certain circles, because you
are effectively made to keep to yourself, you are supposed to feel comfortable in your
own bubble’ (DEOS). The only way to escape the bubble, as perceived by the parti-
cipants, was to intentionally generate responses and discourse to expand the al-
gorithmic distribution of the Tweet.

This concern was, however, not as conspiratorial as it appeared at first glance. Twit-
ter published its own research on the algorithmic boosting and throttling of political
posts and concluded that those containing right-wing narratives were promoted
more widely, while left-wing equivalents were throttled, restricting their presence
outside the immediate bubble of self-assembled followers (Huszar et al. 2021). For a
post to achieve escape velocity from the bubble, it required polemicisation. In short,
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any politician who wanted their political posts to be seen by anyone but their estab-
lished adherents, which is assumedly why any politician would bother to post, could
only do so by actively employing populist rhetorics and messaging within their per-
formance. Refusing to engage with these processes would render any attempts at
campaigning online ineffective and invisible except to restricted audiences.

Beyond the necessity of speed and algorithms, there were further, more visible phys-
ical limitations of the platform encouraging alignment with populist techniques as
in the definition of the participants. Tweets, at the time of writing, were limited for
general users to 280 characters, making it ‘difficult to explain complicated issues’ in a
system where readers and authors alike were familiar with communicating simple,
casily parsed answers to incredibly difficult concepts (DEOS) as the de facto opera-
tion style of the system. This fundamental feature of the medium exerted an un-
changeable and unavoidable pressure on discourse, typifying communication, and
curating a very specific nature of Digital Populism which left the actors no meaning-
ful choice other than to embrace it:

‘Because each medium has its own audience. And its audience has its
own age, its class, and therefore its own way of communication as
well...It can be a bit of a pity that we sometimes favour the form over
the content so that it catches people’s eyes straight away. (FR17)

A further spectrum of importance is introduced here, from explicit interest in form
to interest in content. The platform, its rules, and the shapes of its infrastructure
have exerted consistent and significant guiding pressure on the participants and their
behaviours online. If the left had sought to maintain purity in its content, it would
not have been consumed, and significant battleground territory ceded to their op-
ponents. Twitter, and this is likely to be continued by X, had thus generated its own
unique format of populism, far beyond the reaches of ideology, as an endemic, native
communications technique, witnessable within the dialogues and testimonies of the
assembled politicians, stretched across the spectrum of centre- to far-left, and across
three different national cases. Refusal to engage with such approaches may well have
improved the state of discourse but would have offered little functional utility for
the politicians, while simultaneously ceding communicative ground to their per-
ceived opponents.

These system pressures had fundamentally and irrevocably changed the digital ap-
proaches of politicians, as they adapted their communicative strategies to match
those they had originally denigrated. While they sought to present authenticity, they
curated such authenticity through an artificial presentation of the self, aligned with
the perceived needs of a perceived audience, in line with the requirements of the
system. Queerly, they constructed a character operating in the nuanced zone
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between categorisations, which they performed consistently yet held to be totally
irrationalisable with their physical self. This was potentially reactionary, but also
fundamentally pragmatic and necessary.

This potentially reveals impactful insight beyond this set of participants. In their
ability to perform multiple character pieces simultaneously, in their maintenance of
discrete digital and physical selves, they were shown to be reactive and cognisant of
their environmental pressures and audience needs, and able to directly capitalise on
the political opportunities provided to them. The maintenance of a distinct and pre-
dictable physical self aligned with the traditional conceptions of mainstream vs.
populist, yet with a significant flattening of behaviours online between parties, opens
new avenues for the study of specifically different populisms, through generating
new insight into the specific, simultaneous, yet contradictory, presentations of phys-
ical form and digital abstraction.

Concluding a Queer Digital Populism and Avenues for
Further Study

Populism remains a curious construction, with little opportunity for providing a
universally exploitable basis. However, such oddness need not be an issue but instead
be framed as an endless opportunity for reconsideration and reconceptualisations of
previously assumed facts and inevitabilities, should academia be ready to consider it.
Whatever approach is taken henceforth, however, must proceed with the acknow-
ledgement that there exists significant room for a more nuanced and ideologically
liberated conception of populism than is traditionally produced.

Such nuance, derived from more playful and iterative approaches to data, does not
seek to totally impair academia from providing definitions, but instead to wean it
from reliance upon enforced binary applications of definitions. Instead, it is argued
that investigations into social phenomena should embrace the intellectual irrever-
ence proposed by Brim and Ghaziani (2016) to explore the ephemeral nature of dis-
courses to observe Digital Populism as a congruent conclusion within the environ-
ments it was deployed, developed, and maintained through a continuous reciprocal
dialogue between both actor and audience, and author and self.

Academia exploring a verifiable external ideological basis utilising a tick box of pop-
ulist tenets provides some utility but also maintains an entrenched status quo in
which politicians would only ever view the term as an exonym and only certain
parties would ever be investigated, thus engendering a continued academic discus-
sion reliant upon seeking to prove or disprove adherences to populism, rather than
understanding its contexts and permutations in context. In turn, this inadvertently
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maintains an overtly negative view of populism as an aberration, rather than viewing
it as a feature of a system to be understood more wholly.

This paper does not seek to dismiss previous academic uses of binary approaches, as
they have evidently contributed greatly to countless investigations, but would instead
recognise that using these fixed approaches as a universal foundation to generate
insight contributes to otherwise avoidable limitations within the possibilities of
study. Fixed, non-negotiable definitions provide stability, yet they limit the ability to
understand dialogues and discourses as they occur in the borderlands of categories,
and they lack the sensitivity required to analyse probes and transgressions as indi-
viduals seek to test the limits of the boundary. Instead of exploring the significance
of such forays, traditional approaches instead focus upon exploring which side of the
line the concept eventually settles.

Binary approaches are of primary utility in the exploration of distinctly physical
manifestations of populism, where it remains bound by the rules of tradition media,
wherein violations of convention are clearer, and institutionalised structures provide
more robust delineations of the political arena. Similarly, corporeality also provides
practical limitations around which aspects of character creation and presentation can
be reasonably tolerated or maintained. Such rules cease to apply within the digital
presentation of the individual, abstracted from the physical self. Any application of
binary black-and-white approaches upon the multifaceted digital presentation can-
not and ought not to seck to make the leap into understanding emergent Digital
Populisms active within a fluctuating realm bound by neither tradition nor physical-
ity. This is an important concept for politicians, parties, and academia.

Thus, this paper presents the Digital Populist not as an ideologue, but as a pragmatic
digital abstraction presenting an embodied and perceived character piece, designed
by a well-informed actor, participating in a complicated and constant reflexive dia-
logue with their audience in a complex environment. Such characters draw influence
from both their host cultures and institutions, yet experience more pressures emanat-
ing from the digital infrastructures of the platform which permit and bind their
presence. Naturally, such pressures provide tension between the self as it exists, the
self as it is wished to be presented, and the self as it must be performed to be con-
sumed, enacting a difficult and inherently queer set of conflicts and reconciliations
between the physical politician and their digital persona. The physical politician
need not be understood in the same manner as its digital abstraction, and digital
populisms need not be seen as identical to their physical counterparts.

Previous research, wherein populists were only populists should they fit rigid criteria
and preproduced party lists, was unable to be sensitive to such frontiers, and it
would not necessarily have detected the Digital Populist as witnessed here deployed
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by the politicians within the digital arena. The surprising coalescence of the beha-
viours and perceptions of these politicians across contexts, institutions, parties, and
nations provides novel and important insight into discrepancies between physical
and digital populisms and offers future researchers ample opportunity to explore
Digital Populism as an, albeit reluctant, endonym. In doing so, the pressures experi-
enced by traditionally ‘populist’ or mainstream politicians to embrace populism, and
the pressure this exerts on pinch points within an already fractious political realm,
may become better exposed by those previously not reflecting on their own practice.

The online arena was one where any mainstream policy fell away, and a performat-
ively interactive social discourse simulated dialogue, blurring the lines between gov-
ernor and governed, and recorded private life as public record. Curiously and
queerly, the destruction of binaries became clear, as the power dynamics and tensions
of digital discourse fuelled a cycle of recursive and reflexive textual and subtextual
dialogues through replies and metadata between the Digital Populist and their audi-
ence. In secking Likes, Views, and traction, the actors raced to present the most re-
latable and ‘authentic’ versions of themselves which they were willing to display on-
line, while simultaneously using such presentations to hide and protect their own
privacy.

They crafted a uniquely digital concept of authenticity, directly constructed from the
artifice, to facilitate the creation of an ‘us’ with their audience, disassembling and
reassembling the self for maximum impact. This performed set piece, in which they
stood up for the ‘normal people’ through a hyperbolised display of their own ‘nor-
mality’ generated an emotive and polemicised discourse designed to demonstrate
both relatability and immediacy to the political audience in which they had situated
themselves. Their characters, based upon themselves, were designed through a long-
term unequal ‘dialogue’” with the audience, honed and altered over time, existing
simultaneously alongside cach other in permanent record on the Twitter/X Feed.

While broadcasting, the politicians were able to utilise digital feedback mechanisms
to cautiously gauge audience reaction, while simultaneously denying that audience
any meaningful input into the dialogue or into public opinion formation. With this
information, the actor could perform thousands of micro-adjustments, gradually
and consensually shifting the parameters of their digital presentation, screen-testing
multiple presentations of the self, and striking the ideal balance between virtuous
citizen and competent politician. Slowly and in line with populist thought, they be-
come the people, and the people become them.

Recognising these persistent dialogues as drivers of character is a fundamental pillar
in understanding the specifically Digital Populist. This paper makes no moral case
for or against this manifestation, nor on the physical manifestations of these politi-
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cians. It simply notes that this manifestation exists within the digital arena, and that
it differs distinctly from the corporeal. Perhaps it is normal use of the platform, or
normal extension of political advertisement in the contemporary era. Either way, it
lays down the challenge for academia to reinvestigate and reassess previous insights
into populism. Where previous research may have discarded mainstream parties or
politicians, as their physical manifestations and parliamentary arrangements could
never pass the rigid thresholds to qualify for study, new avenues may be found and
explore the difference between physical and digital permutations of actorship, in-
formed by their contexts.

In doing so, academia may build much more nuanced and much more diverse under-
standings of political populisms from discourse.
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Introduction

Dialogue is a concept that sounds as though it is binary in nature, but which is not
(Heller, 2016).2 The di- stem indicates a kind of oppositional or dichotomous coun-
terpoint, a potentially antagonistic worldview or ethos, but is actually
‘dia’ (through). Many challenging conversations were required of the authors of this
work in preparation for writing this article. These questions included the proper or-
der of diagnosis of why a term that serves to indicate that words are vehicles through
which meaning and consensus can be arrived at might be mistaken for classical bin-
ary-type constructions. Put otherwise, this article examines the way in which mul-
tiple interpretations become simplified into either/or viewpoints and underscores
the ‘extremes-centric’ trajectory that often results therefrom. The view that we have
generated collaboratively, and the argumentative throughline of the present work, is
that mistaking multifaceted phenomena for binary-seeming undertakings is precisely
what gives rise to the problems with which dialogue, as an undertaking, is plagued at
present.

To begin, it is vital to understand how the documentation of concepts has been
treated historically, using a selection of examples from anthropology (a field dedic-
ated to better understanding human interaction), to outline the distinction between
the representation of an idea and the implications thereof. To achieve this, we will
examine how concepts come to have meaning at all through signification. This un-
dertaking is necessary to examine Mudde’s hypothesis about the normalisation of
extremes and the specific effect that this has on possibilities for dialogue. We argue
that every characterisation of an emerging phenomenon runs the risk of becoming a
self-fulfilling prophetic view and that Mudde’s understanding of populism certainly
runs this risk.

This risk is not at all new or specific to recent work. In The Golden Bough, Sir James
Frazer (Frazer 2009[1910]) includes an examination of a mad Mongol king who,
desiring to know the true word for that which is referred to as bread, decided to lock
an infant in a room, providing nourishment through bread, but offering no linguistic
interventions so as not to sway the child one way or the other. This was meant to
dissuade the carers from giving the child conceptual tools to characterise bread in
any way but its own. An uncontaminated concept was somehow expected to emerge
from this experiment. From this tale, we are told that the proper name for bread is
‘bek.” From that point on, according to the king, the only proper name for bread is
‘bek’ and any other characterisation in any language whatsoever was a deviation

2 The authors would like to extend their thanks to the anonymous reviewers who provided thought-
fully considered feedback on a previous draft of this work. These comments helped us to reinforce
and to strengthen many aspects of the argumentation.

244



Populism and Dialogue: How Enforced Binaries Make the Populace Harder
to Dialogue with and to Understand

from the true name of the thing to which ‘bek’ substantively refers. The effort re-
sembles a hylomorphic undertaking (in the sense meant by Ingold (cf. Kochan
2024)) and involves a sculptor finding a work of art within the marble and putting it
on display. In every operant theoretical postulation, there is a concern with whether
or not something previously hidden is being shown or is actually being manufac-
tured. This ought to be borne in mind when examining any theoretical undertaking.

This desire to set aside linguistic difference to approximate something grander or
purer can also be observed in the story of the Tower of Babel, but in reverse, where
multiplicity is the byproduct of singularity in the former and ‘bek’ serves to replace
the multiplicitous interpretations of bread in the previously given example. At heart,
this consideration concerns the relationship between language and that which it
aims to approximate. This undertaking has already been outlined in the masterful
work by Ferdinand De Saussure called ‘Course in General Linguistics’ (1959[1916])
and revolves around the arbitrary connection between sign and signified, or that to
which we refer and the linguistic conveyance used to refer thereto. The relationship
between sign and signified is arbitrary; it is an intersubjective matter of how things
are understood, and language both regulates this and allows for incremental change
as times change. In what follows we will apply this understanding to social science
terminology more generally.

This operation becomes more difficult when applied to the coining of social scientif-
ic terms aiming to both deploy and facilitate new understandings of emerging phe-
nomena. We might first, accidentally, presuppose that all people view a phenomenon
in much the same fashion and might then apply a technical term thereto without
sufficiently justifying what precisely we are pointing to. There has been a tendency to
exempt theorists who advance a specific view from having to rationalise and to ex-
plain the material advantage that the large-scale adoption of this or that hypothetical
view might provide. Likewise, politicians and/or other people can fabricate particu-
lar long-standing or predestined courses of action on the basis of recent election res-
ults (Variale 2021); subterfuge and dissent within any community, be it academic or
political, might give rise to the felt necessity to continue to endorse monistic and
oversimplified binaries. This, in turn, assists with the continued demonisation of a
‘them’ category, an oversimplified binary that was endorsed and espoused by the
Nazi party member, and partisan, Carl Schmitt (Bashkina 2020). Tellingly, it might
have been Semitt's obsession with the necessity for an us/them construction to take
hold in society that he refused to engage in denazification efforts; this dichotomy
appears as both political necessity and as ultimate reality. The apparent concern here
is with the abiding and seemingly self-explanatory nature of binary states of affairs
here and the problems to which they might potentially give rise.
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A Social Scientific Undertaking

When scientific discourse and paradigms are applied to the coining of social scientif-
ic terms aimed at facilitating new understandings of emerging phenomena, they can,
paradoxically, become significant barriers to dialogue. The primary challenge that
arises is the assumption of an existing universal understanding in which a term or
concept is coined and adopted without fully accounting for the vast implications of
its usage or misusage even. This programmatic approach tends to exculpate theorists
from having to justify the material consequences of the frameworks that they put
forth. Once a term or theory acquires traction, particularly as it aligns with prevail-
ing political or socictal trends, then the obligation to rationalise its conceivable con-
sequences is often neglected. This produces dangerous presumptions that such dia-
gnoses are value-neutral in nature or self-evident when, in reality, these diagnoses
shape public perception and have real-world implications that may not always be
immediately apparent. Apart from these two qualities, a third can be observed in the
fact that they may well be neither, consequently leaving too little room for a neces-
sary meta-analytical approach from which the phenomenon might be inductively
treated, thereby allowing for new insights to become thinkable.

In such undertakings, dialogue is reduced to opposing voices, dichotomous categor-
ies, and dualistic frameworks, and this ambiguity gives rise to false equivalencies and
speculative causations. This means that discourse comes to resemble a litany of over-
simplified binaries; this further propels the aforementioned normalisation of
Schmitt’s ‘friends versus enemies’ and ‘us versus them’ framing (Schmitt
2007[1932]). The unchecked adoption of paradigms that both fail to engage with
and consider the broader implications of their use can perpetuate division, rather
than fostering understanding, thereby leading to the consolidation of power and the
further entrenchment of oversimplified, harmful narratives. One such defence
against this concern can be found in the work of Robinson (2015), in which integ-
rity is fused with dialogue in order to navigate complex social contexts. Moreover,
both dialogue and processing through words run contrary to such undertakings and
even contain the condition of the possibility of liberation from harsh binaries.

It is our view that the current state of populism not only commits this error, but also
propagates the state of affairs that the description of the phenomenon necessitates.
The reason is that the term ‘populism” presupposes a kind of binary construction,
one organised in terms of competing extremes, that reduces our ability to think of
any space between the extremes; this is an error commonly thrown at the feet of clas-
sical structural thinking. This type of thinking is believed to have been superseded in
poststructuralist thought, but it is our view that the term ‘populism’ has reproduced
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structuralism’s purported error. The specific questions that we have for Mudde’s
work in particular are examined below.

Structuralism, broadly misunderstood, might contain the view that there are mean-
ingful and coded binaries that must be conceptualised as being in tension with one
another, such as between sign and signified and between culture and nature (Levi-
Strauss 1963a; 1963b; 1966; 1973). It was this tension, after all, that compelled the
mad Mongol king mentioned previously to deprive a child of liberty until of speak-
ing age so that this tension might be resolved into a singular term. This is a misrep-
resentation of the undertaking of structuralism, though, at least in the linguistic and
anthropological traditions. We have similar misgivings about the phenomenon of
populism, with respect to Mudde’s interpretation thereof, and these will be outlined
below.

Firstly though, and returning to the work of De Saussure, it might be observed that
many elements of language are on a continuum, rather than in opposition to another
category. In terms of understanding colours, for instance, De Saussure says that one
way in which to operationalise what a colour is might be to relegate from the en-
tirety of the colour spectrum every colour except the one chosen by comparing them
to that which they are not (De Saussure 1959[1916]). Red is not black, not blue, not
green, not magenta, and so on. This term is referred to as ‘meaningful difference’ and
shows that it is often more complex than culture-is-not-nature-and-vice-versa type
claims. Put otherwise, there are more manners of understanding things than simply
in opposition to each other and thinking along a continuum is an endeavour that is
full of potential.

Claims about populism often return to dichotomies, though, and restate their value,
both in the study of the phenomenon and in terms of political reality. The nature of
these claims, as we have identified, is undoubtedly and wholly central to this text,
but for now it is vital to recognise that it is of a type mentioned previously: it runs
the risk of a kind of wrongheaded structuralism that views concepts as dichotomous
and as being in abiding, insoluble tension with one another. It is immaterial if the
concepts are closely related, as in some structural accounts (matter and matter out of
place, such as in Douglas 1966) or if they are proposed as existing at the extreme
ends, such as the fundamental incompatibility of the viewpoints of the extreme right
and extreme left, for instance. The analysis of extremes has another effect, though,
which is that analysing binary antithetical viewpoints renders the middle ground, a
possible site upon which dialogue might take place, troubled and possibly im-
possible.

Structuralism is thought to have had its death knell rung by Jacques Derrida in 1966
(Derrida 1974[1966]), in a work called ‘Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourses
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of the Human Sciences), in which Derrida critiqued the work of Claude Levi-Strauss,
father of Structural anthropology and a close reader of De Saussure and Roman
Jakobson. The article takes an interesting position with respect to binaries and asks,
“What happens when the opposition between the binaries can be collapsed by way of
an example that applies to both of these concepts?” It is a fascinating undertaking,
one that has inspired this work and that involves a close reading of Levi-Strauss’s
work on the binary of culture and nature specifically. This particular approach has
proven incredibly useful to the co-joining of anthropology and feminism (Rosaldo
& Lamphere 2002[1974]) where women were likened to nature (uncontaminated
potential sites of meaning) and men were likened to culture (an elaborated or soph-
isticated ‘building upon’ of nature). Observing the cosmetic composition of the di-
vide has led to genuine dialogical opportunities.

Derrida tries to deconstruct the existence of the binary from within by examining a
specific instance of a phenomenon found in both the animal kingdom and among
human beings, that of incest. He asks whether the incest prohibition is normal (cul-
tural) or natural (predicated upon a kind of automaticity to avoid such behaviours as
though coded within people). If it is the former, a social prohibition, then a certain
series of concerns follow: Does the incest prohibition mean that humans have an
outsized tendency towards such a behaviour, such that it needs to be prohibited? If it
is natural, then does this mean that the prohibitions against it are somehow surplus
to requirement, given that it is hard-wired into our natural cognitive and behavioural
framework? This example, although upsetting to consider at length, obviously
demonstrates the troubled construction of binaries; binaries do not need to be erec-
ted in this fashion if there are instances in which neither term fails to fully capture
the complexity of the phenomenon under review (cf. Culler 1981). Given this, we
are of the view that the term populism gives rise to similar misconceptions, and we
aim to deconstruct it below.

It is advisable to offer a defence of structuralism here and to communicate that struc-
turalists are not married to either dichotomous reasoning or to binaries as such and
actually commonly examine very many instances in which binary thinking is insuffi-
cient to understanding (Levi Strauss 1964a; Douglas 1966); there is also the (ahead
of its time in its undertaking, analysing the gender binary as being insufficient to
capturing human variation) work of Wikan (1977). At heart, structuralism was an
attempt, and a concerted one at that, to draw parallels in and between people groups
in order to show their general similarity to one another, where there is crossover in
terms of certain universals, and where there are imponderables and particulars.

By way of examination, it is interesting to consider Claude Levi-Strauss’s

“Totemism’ (1964b), in which this view is made fully plain. The Totem has been the-
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orised in many different fashions (from Freud to Malinowski and in the work of
Boas), but when reading their works, Levi-Strauss was struck by how unnecessarily
uncharitable they were and, in particular, how unconducive to dialogue they were.
To take one example, and it is an example that Levi-Strauss dwells on, we can look to
Malinowski’s interpretation of the Totem. It is Malinowski’s view that totems ar-
range animals in terms of their deliciousness (Malinowski 1929). This is because Ma-
linowski is of the view that the savage cannot think and is compelled only by desires
to satiate the gustatory. Put otherwise, then, the Totem is a concrete representation
of the functionalism indicated within the body drawn into space and represented
hierarchically (Malinowski 1964). If you have a low view of the objects of your study,
then you run the risk of oversimplifying their lives in terms of conceptualisation.

Levi-Strauss was obviously dissatisfied by the vacuousness of this interpretation; it
seems to have begun as a type of intuitive sensation, and it seemed to him intuitively
incorrect somehow. During his fieldwork, Levi-Strauss witnessed an in-person dis-
agreement between two people who both subscribed to Totemic thinking. The dis-
cussion, as Levi-Strauss relayed, concerned two individuals from different Totemic
clans who were broadly implying that it is proper that they be enemies, given that
bears and cagles commonly display antipathy in the wild, but that both people
simply laugh this assertion off. Levi-Strauss was struck by the recognition of the non-
necessity of Totem circumscriptions. It was also patently obvious that this conversa-
tion did not concern the edibility of the other, although some conversations do take
place along these lines (hooks 2014).

To that end, Levi-Strauss went about reinvestigating the Totem and argued that the
Totem was a good object through which to think about the differences that exist
within the social world of the people that subscribe to the validity thereof. The dif-
ference in totemic ‘rank’ does not stem the tide entirely of dialogue, as indicated by
the interpersonal jocularity about the fundamental nature of different people
groups. It is not hierarchical as such and, importantly for our discussion, runs the
tremendous risk of being misunderstood and having that misunderstanding affect
the academic discourse surrounding it. Malinowski’s view was the true one until it
was dethroned. It is a worrying thing to dwell on what the world might look like had
Claude Levi-Strauss not invited alternative interpretations of a social-scientific un-
dertaking which already had a satisfactorily resolved, tension-free interpretation.

For our concerns, we should also keep in mind that certain interpretations are, by
their nature, uncharitable and this is both what prompted Levi-Strauss to offer new
ones and has inspired us to do likewise. Similarly troubled interpretations do abide,
and anthropology is, lamentably, replete with such examples. One need only think
of Evans-Pritchard’s view that the Nuer of South Sudan suffered from ‘Nuerosis, a
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mental condition apparent only to the United Kingdom-trained Evans-Pritchard
(1940a; 1940b), Scheper-Hughes' characterisation of people groups residing in the
west of Ireland as some variation of ‘Saints, Scholars and Schizophrenics’ (1979),
and Napoleon Chagnon’s work on the Yanomamo of the Amazon, to whom he
refers as ‘the ferocious people’ (1977).

Part of the reason behind the necessity to provide new interpretations stems from
the social sciences” difficulty in determining its relationship to Popperian falsifiabil-
ity (Popper 2022). As rescarchers, we are occasionally aghast at the fashion in which
viewpoints, when viewed from the perspective of our disciplinary training, are
offered that appear entirely anachronistic, oversimplified, and not apposite to the
social world. In what follows, we restrict our baflement to the Clash of Civilisations
hypothesis and to Mudde’s framing of populism.

Why do civilisations clash?

How do civilisations clash and how might we understand potential rationalisations
for their disagreement? Samuel Huntington first proposed his ‘Clash of Civilisations
thesis’ in an article dating back to 1993. He then ‘refined’ this idea in a full publica-
tion that was released in 1996. Hypotheses are postulated, but not yet proven, view-
points much like ideas in search of content or dispositions in search of evidence. The
undertaking seemingly involved breaking the world into simple components and
then ‘identifying’ an inherently antagonistic relationship between certain people
groups; the primary antagonistic relationship between civilisational groups, accord-
ing to Huntington, was between the Islamic world and the West after the Cold War.

It took a seismic shift on the world stage for Huntington’s ideas to gain the traction
required to prove what had previously been held as a hypothesis, held without evid-
ence and independently of consulting members of the civilisational boxes that Hunt-
ington drew arbitrarily around diverse regions in the world. Huntington was ostens-
ibly proven correct after 9/11; however, the question immediately arises as to wheth-
er there is any real difference at all between a postulation without evidence and a
prejudice. Huntington wrote a great deal in which he presupposes that people in a
world with which he was nearly totally unfamiliar might be speaking directly about
his nation as its enemy. Huntington’s work (1993) has also been cited almost 50,000
times, the lesson being that polemical work gains traction in academic circles, a pat-
tern that we see happening again within the field of populism. A clear example of
how this might come to pass is by advancing a view without including a methodolo-
gical outline of how that view might be approximated or replicated. However, one
counterexample can be found in Said’s work which specifically discloses its method
and which Mudde’s work and Huntington’s work vitally omit:
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My intellectual approach has been to use humanistic critique to open
up the fields of struggle, to introduce a longer sequence of thought
and analysis to replace the short bursts of polemical, thought-stop-
ping fury that so imprison us in labels and antagonistic debate whose
goal is a belligerent collective identity rather than understanding and
intellectual exchange. (Said 2001, 874)

It is our view that continuing to support the term ‘populism’ commits a similar error
to Huntington’s because it will only serve to galvanise and to recirculate defensive
self-pride from one side or the other. In fact, there are elements of Huntington’s pro-
gnosis that are more adequate to understandings of populism than global conflict,
such as here:

It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new
world will not be primarily ideological or primarily economic. The
great divisions among humankind and the dominating source of con-
flict will be cultural. Nation states will remain the most powerful act-
ors in world affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics will
occur between nations and groups of different civilizations. The clash
of civilizations will dominate global politics. The fault lines between
civilizations will be the battle lines of the future, (Huntington 1993,
22)

For our purposes, we are of the view that Mudde builds the concept of populism in a
near identical fashion to Huntington’s hypothesis, erecting binaries along extremes
and destroying the middle ground and the possibility for dialogue in the process.
His view on populism, we argue, is like the Clash of Civilisations but domestic,
inter- and intrastate. Additionally, we claim that the release dates of both Mudde’s
and Huntington’s publications were serendipitous.

Published in 2015, Mudde’s work gained a sudden spike of attention and relevance,
as can be seen in the drastic increase in his academic citations in 2017, culminating
in over 40,000 citations today. To understand the context of this period, the election
of Donald Trump and the departure of the United Kingdom from the European
Union occurred just one year after the publication of this piece and ushered in a new
period, one coloured by the rise in expressions of populism. This populism-fraught
reality was further reflected in academia as the Cambridge Dictionary held ‘popu-
lism’ to be the word of the year in 2017, and the usage of the word in the New York
Times quadrupled from 2015 to 2017 (Hunger & Paxton 2022) Thus, we share the
view that Mudde’s coining of the term coincides with significant, observable shifts
within the political landscape that gave rise to a renewed interest in a topic about
which he was an expert. What is less commonly examined about this rise in the aca-
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demic attention paid to the populace is whether or not this coincidence is substant-
ive or not. This is a topic to which the following paragraph is dedicated.

Points of Contention

In relation to the points of contention with which we will engage below, we find it
important to discuss Mudde’s 7zoral interest in the predicted shape of things to
come, rather than the ideological or academic approach that he took upon himself —
or rather failed to, as we hold and will explain shortly — when writing about popu-
lism. Mudde’s engagement with the conceptualisation of populism means that it is
incumbent on any academic or expert, self-acclaimed, widely recognised, or other-
wise, who contributes to the conversation on populism in even a slightly influential
fashion to diagnose the phenomenon in a fashion that is responsible. While under-
standing that academic distance and objectivity must be maintained when engaging
with emerging phenomena, we find that Mudde’s descriptive manner of interacting
with populism is something of a disservice to both academia and to the possibility
for the creation through dialogue of a middle ground in an increasingly polarised
world. He automatically created a space for the normalisation of the idea of popu-
lism to both breathe and to flourish, whether intentionally or unintentionally, by
maintaining an equivocational approach through description and prediction: there
are only two sides to the populace and this seems to be an either/or fallacy. In light
of this, we would like to dedicate the sections that follow to the identification and
explanation of four specific points of contention that we have found within Mudde’s
work.

The role of elites and their relation to the general population
Mudde claims that

[PJopulism is best defined as a thin-centered ideology that considers society
to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups,
‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite) and which argues that politics should
be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people (Mudde
2015,2).

The reflexive omission of the subject position of authors writing about the phe-
nomenon of populism is quite telling here. The question, when encountering a claim
like this one, must be: Do populists oppose academics? If so, then why do academics
continue to deploy the term and in what way does this insulate the academic com-
munities from becoming despised by populists? Where do intellectuals come from,
if not the populace at large?

252



Populism and Dialogue: How Enforced Binaries Make the Populace Harder
to Dialogue with and to Understand

We would like to leave these questions open.

The similarity between extreme left and extreme right
parties

The second point of contention with Mudde (2015) that we have identified con-
cerns the definition given of populism because it does not contain a defining feature;
populism’s lack of a core concept causes the nuance of any given situation to become
lost to vagueness and this nuance-free characterisation results in our falling into the
aforementioned structural trap of unbending binaries. It is also necessary here to
accurately reflect upon the reality of the current state of public political and social
opinion and to represent it. The missing feature to which we are referring is right-
wing populism’s characteristic strategy of relying upon exaggeration, false informa-
tion, and general untruths (Zehndorfer 2019) — this is a vital omission.

Ensuring the inclusion of the factor of infidelity to truth, when making a clear defin-
ition for specifically right-wing populists, allows us to more accurately understand
the current rise of populism internationally and why it is so attractive; it is necessary
to reflect on the very meaning of truth, its employment in political rhetoric, and
how untruths are received by the public. However, to understand this, we must first
identify the combination of rhetorical strategies that make right-wing populists
unique, given that we cannot understand the effect of employing misinformation
without also understanding charisma. Referring to Mudde’s claim, and by pointing
out that many successful non-populists are charismatic, this does not take into ac-
count the specific form of populists’ charisma, which is centred on either incorrect
information or on information taken out of context to benefit the politician.

In view of this, the omission of truth and the central role played by misinformation
necessitate the view that populist leaders take on a different level of importance be-
cause what they are describing is sensational or dangerous or less commonplace. The
not-so-secret formula pertinent to right-wing populism that Mudde fails to mention
often consists of lies spoken confidently. This also replicates the binary found previ-
ously where the matter of whether or not something is thin-centred is something
that depends on the subject position occupied on the phenomenon. Examining the
role of this formula and its effects on voters and the public allows us to observe that
this generates not just the support that a voter has for a candidate, but something
much more personal: belief (Good 1993) While it exceeds the parameters of the
present work, it remains no less important: Belief is not comprised of the same ma-
terial as science.

This gives rise to problems when the majority of voters, not just populist ones, con-
fuse the two concepts because it is exponentially more difficult to argue against the
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former than it is the latter. However, and as examined below, there are still some ef-
forts to re-litigate the scientificity of science (Mathers 2020). In this observation lies
the deepest problem that populism creates in a polarised society; we will adopt the
assumption here that polarisation is at once a circumstance, merely circumscribing
an environment, and also a factor actively affecting populism as a phenomenon. Fol-
lowing this line of logic, the reason to refer to more than just populist supporters is
specifically to emphasise that populism is not a contained phenomenon and it can,
in fact, be observed, criticised, and opposed by a great many people, even if it is not
the 51% necessary to win. In terms of differentiating between a belief and an empir-
ically supported statement, we can observe the quality that a sentiment propagated
by a political figure in a campaign can suddenly take on: it is different from the qual-
ity a simple policy point would normally have and is enveloped by personal convic-
tion and is adopted by voters as inherently good for them, thereby allowing for this
sentiment (belief) to grow deep roots in an individual. From this point, we can di-
gress into a constellated conversation that is rich with potential on the topic of how
to assuage devoted voters with convictions (beliefs) based on misinformation de-
livered with charisma, but it is not a discussion that can be detailed in the present
work.

What is central to this discussion is the importance of recognising the difference
between left- and right-wing populism, specifically concerning the factor of truth
and the right-wing’s infidelity to what should be a cornerstone to any active political
group gaining traction in our democracy-oriented liberal international order. This
begins by taking issue with the preconceived tenets of the ideas that critics and
commentators inherit. The following point aims to tackle this concern.

The volonté générale or ‘will of the people’

Mudde claims that the volonté générale (the will of the people) is a real thing, not a
pretext of a type used to rationalise undertakings such as the January 6th Insurrec-
tion in the United States or the resistance to COVID-19 vaccinations and the re-
quirement to wear masks (cf. Mathers 2020).

The main problem that we raise with respect to this observation perfectly reflects the
broader theme that we flagged previously — the oversimplification of the inherently
and necessarily complex can only lead to ruin; in this case, this involves the erosion
of the middle ground between two supposedly extreme opposite groups, groups only
supposed due to the language that is used to describe them. This oversimplification is
aided by the use of the concept of the volonté générale as it is the equivalent of a
blanket — not only does it cover a large number of people, but it does so with a pe-
jorative connotation. We can take the context of COVID-19 to create a parallel
between Mudde claiming the existence of a volonté générale and right-wing claims
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that left-wing supporters were ‘sheep’ for wearing masks or accepting to get vaccin-
ated against COVID-19. This use of a label can be considered a code that only serves
to reinforce the creation of the extreme nature of the binary enforced by Mudde.

The important point is not what we would find if we looked past the hostile con-
notation of the term volonté générale, though it is critical to advertise that in this
piece, we do not argue in favour of right-wing policies, beliefs, or rhetoric. What we
are making clear here is the contribution made by the alleged existence of the volonzé
générale to the furthering of an extreme binary and the impossibility of creating
space for middle ground as the term is simply a label that holds a great deal of power
in cementing the binaries by which it is employed.

In fact, by employing the concept of volonté générale, which by definition could refer
to undertakings such as the American January 6th Insurrection, it prevents making
any form of more nuanced, analytical efforts to productively diagnose, and to poten-
tially remedy, what could be a symptom of a deeper societal or political issue: stick-
ing with the example of the January 6th Incident, dismissively attributing it to the
wrongful volonté générale effectively destroys the possibility of the dissection and
understanding of the details of what was a critical point in American democracy.
This destruction of the possibility of understanding (in the sense meant by Max
Weber), of course, simultaneously negates its being used to ameliorate the circum-
stances that led to the insurrection happening in the first place (Tucker 1965).

Populism is a ‘thin-centred ideology’

Another minor point of contention might be raised by the question of what exactly
a ‘thin-centred’ ideology is, given that many things can either appear thin or thick
depending on one’s connection with the specific coding of the undertaking being
examined; this is a phenomenon that was first outlined over fifty years ago in the
work of Clifford Geertz (1973). Taking inspiration from English philosopher of
mind Gilbert Ryle, Geertz takes the phenomenon of winking and distinguishes it
from blinking; the former undertaking is intentional and rich with a type of coding
and the latter is bereft of it. The impossibility of discerning from the outside whether
what is being examined contains meaning or not, in the case of understanding popu-
lism itself, leaves open the concern that a type of populist undertaking 7ay or may
not mean something. This is a disheartening position from which to launch an invest-
igation into, and to parenthetically revive, the practice of dialogue.

The view that populism is a ‘thin-centred ideology’ is rather an incorrect category-
related and self-serving claim. Framing populism as an ideology presents it as a the-
oretical framework that informs both decisions and realities, rather than a strategy
that can and has been employed for those who are or wish to be in power. Edward
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Said, in his op-ed “The Clash of Ignorance’ (2001), proposes that, for ideas such as
this (his example concerns the War of the Worlds), it is

‘[B]etter to think in terms of powerful and powerless communities, the secu-
lar politics of reason and ignorance, and universal principles of justice and
injustice, than to wander off in search of vast abstractions that may give mo-
mentary satisfaction but little self-knowledge or informed analysis” (Said
2001).

Said criticises Huntington in a fashion similar to our view of Mudde’s work. Hypo-
thesising abstractions to account for foundational antagonism within societies
renders them as cither normal or the ‘new normal.’ This is itself an oversimplified
binary that does not generate informed analysis and that runs the risk of both
propagating and galvanising ignorance. Said argues that such ideas are better for re-
inforcing defensive self-pride than for critically engaging with the ways of the world
today: it leaves too little room for further dialogue. Nevertheless, Said is mistaken
here in his suggestion that the likes of Huntington and Mudde are attempting to
better understand the world with their ‘Clash of Civilisations” rhetoric. As touched
upon previously, it is not a hypothesis that secks to diagnose the way in which the
world operates, it is rather a prescription and justification for how they perceive the
world should be - a roadmap of a type. That is exactly the context in which these
conceptions are being seen and applied in our world today. The problem is less with
the idea itself and more with the fashion in which it is interpreted and the effects
that this might have on the possibilities for dialogue.

To reiterate, it seems to us that Huntington’s supposition was a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy; he was right about the outcome because his philosophy was a roadmap for dom-
ination and exploitation. In a sense, the more people adhere to and subscribe to the
‘Clash of Civilisations, the more likely such a clash is to come about. Said’s critiques
of Huntington’s reductionist, monolithic view of civilisations also apply to Mudde’s
ideas, given that Mudde’s dichotomy also oversimplifies the complex realities by
making bellicose statements for the purpose of mobilising collective passions, as it
has done. What is critically important to note about Mudde’s argument is that it
both describes the rise of populism and simultaneously implicitly prescribes it as the
acceptable norm, as something that needs to be understood so as not to ignore the
volonté générale. Such extremes are vast abstractions that omit an informed analysis
of the praxis at hand within Said’s framework.

Both Mudde and Huntington reduce political landscapes into binary strife. Hunt-
ington sees a world of civilisational clashes, while Mudde reinforces the view that
there is a political struggle between the ‘clite’ and the ‘people” within societies. In a
classic orientalist fashion, Huntington pushes the notion that civilisations are mono-
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lithic and homogeneous, self-contained and non-contradictory. Much like Hunting-
ton’s cultural essentialism, Mudde’s approach arguably further polarizes extremes.
Mudde presents populism as a normalised response to elites, mirroring Huntington’s
assertion of the inevitable civilisational conflict as a knee-jerk disposition.

By equating extremes, we risk normalising polar positions and oversimplifying the
complexities of political identity. Mudde’s harmful equivocation that extremes of
any sort are, ultimately, regrettable in terms of political belonging serves to normalise
them, ignores the scale of atrocity, and reductively and disparagingly makes the oc-
cupation of one of two extreme positions seem like the only option. The effect is that
life and political belonging are a simple matter of lot-throwing, rather than the in-
tentional and characteristically human by-product of dialogue (Levinas 1969).

Conclusion

In all, this work has aimed to redistribute the general interest in categorising broad
and emergent social enterprises in the fashion of antagonistic binaries carried out
through an analysis of populism’s effect. This has been executed by first bringing to
bear older insights from classical anthropological structuralism. It is our view that
structuralism is a significantly less binaristic undertaking than is commonly recog-
nised and that it is an enterprise that has tackled oversimplified representations of
human expressions of genius (such as in the example of the Totem). Analysts who
aim to simplify expressions and understandings of the social world into one of two
types reduce and render antagonistic that which must necessarily not be understood
in this way in order to give humanity a chance to escape the deadening social paralys-
is caused by blindly adhering to restrictive binaries.

Populism and the clash of civilisations run similar risks. Each term sets the analyst
apart, allowing them to accrue social relevance in the domain of international rela-
tions through citations and reputation. Populism is a troubled term, though, and its
view that antagonism is normal, not just between people groups (as Huntington had
claimed), but within them, needs to be rejected in a fashion similar to Said’s rejection
of Huntington’s view. Populism has become a code, one deployed by academics such
as Mudde to characterise one of two types of extremisms (one with which we might
share sympathies and one that we might not and that this difference depends only
on one’s perspective). However, we firmly claim that this is a harmful misrepresenta-
tion of the foregoneness of the conclusion of the divisions in and between people.

Dialogue requires meta-conceptual interrogations, as we have seen throughout this
work, where one concept is disembedded and reinterpreted anew in order for dia-
logue to thrive. It is vital not only to interrogate the fashion and fora in which we
engage with others, but also the scientific lexicon used to understand different types
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of actors. The scientificity of terms that place people at odds with one another and
that make antagonism seem normal in specific needs to be critiqued. The demon-
strability of these terms cannot be contingent on historical events that unfold in a
time after their publication cither, retroactively proving them true, without recog-
nising that these are potential forecasts of behaviour and are as likely to prove true as
untrue. This recognition might prove a useful tool to fuel genuine dialogue, some-
thing lodged or concealed within the recognition that theorists and external com-
mentators do not get to determine or prefigure our political belonging or condemn
us to binaries if we can find another way to see each other.

The term ‘populism’ remains ambiguous and uncertain, despite nearly a decade of
popular use and widespread application. We take issue with its occasionally uncritic-
al application and, through our discussion of structuralism and caution toward
Mudde’s characterisation of populism, aim to highlight the risks of oversimplifica-
tion and of overly descriptive language. Specifically, we argue that Mudde’s self-rein-
forcing definitions leave little room for a middle ground or for meaningful dialogue.
As a result, we are left uncertain about whether populism is a valid and empirically
demonstrable ideology, one that may be sincerely felt and deeply rooted when
viewed from perspectives other than our own. After all, dialogue does not thrive in
oppositionally-minded environments.

The concept of populism itself is precisely as guilty of the kind of empty categorisa-
tions in an age of extremes that it aims to better understand through these self-same
abstractions. What is beyond dispute is that it is not conducive to finding a way
through words among diverse peoples.
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Deepening Dialogue in Silent Spaces: An
Exploration of Pedagogical Informed Practice in
Adult and Community Education Spaces within

Communities in Contention

Margaret Nugent!

Abstract: The rise of political populism has posed significant challenges for demo-
cratic societies and for the academy. Populist movements often emphasise a division
between ‘the people” and ‘the elite] pushing narratives that thrive on polarisation. In
such contexts dialogue between social and community groups and populist move-
ments is crucial for the health of democracy. However, within the academy, and spe-
cifically within adult and community education in formal, informal, and non-formal
spaces, populism tends to undermine the practice of dialogue by promoting exclu-
sionary practices, rejecting, and indeed silencing the legitimacy of opposing views.
This article explores the theoretical foundations of dialogue and silence as critical
components of communicative discourse. It posits the theories of Freire (1970,
1996, 1998, 2010), Greene (1973, 1978, 1995), Brookfield (1995, 2009), Lederach
(2003), Bar-on (1989, 2007), and Giroux (2005) as a means of scaffolding a collab-
orative theoretical framework for conducting meaningful dialogue amongst and
between communities in contention. In doing so it aims to offer practitioners of
adult and community education a conceptual framework to support participatory
dialogue that engages with contentious and complex narratives. This article offers
the concept of silence as a societal response to conflict, the construct of dialogue as
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one means to deconstruct the silence, the acknowledgement of truth being multifa-
ceted, and the complexity that arises in dealing with identity in communities in con-
flict, where the practice of dialogue is challenging, elusive, and subdued. In conclud-
ing, it suggests where arts-based methodologies form the backdrop, there is hope for
shared understanding to emerge organically.

Keywords: Dialogue, Silence, Competing Ideologies, Pedagogical Tools

Introduction

In recent years, the rise of political populism, spurred on in part by the rise in na-
tionalism has posed significant challenges for democratic societies and for the
academy. Populist movements often emphasise a division between ‘the people’ and
‘the elite’ between ‘us and them], pushing narratives that thrive on polarisation. In
such contexts, dialogue between different social and community groups and popu-
list movements is crucial for the health of democracy. However, within the academy,
and specifically within adult and community education formal, informal and non-
formal spaces, populism tends to undermine the practice of dialogue by promoting
exclusionary practices and rejecting and indeed silencing the legitimacy of opposing
views.

This paper explores the theoretical foundations of dialogue and silence as critical
components of communicative discourse. It posits the theories of Freire (1970,
1996, 1998, 2010), Greene (1978, 1995) Brookfield (1995, 2009), Lederach (2003),
Bar-on (1989, 2007), Giroux (2005) and others, as a means of scaffolding a collab-
orative theoretical framework for conducting meaningful dialogue amongst and
between communities in contention. In doing so it aims to offer adult and com-
munity education practitioners a theoretical framework to support participatory
dialogue that engages with contentious and complex narratives.

The aim of this paper is to critically enquire how silence and dialogue works in
communicative discourse, within and amongst communities in conflict. The theoret-
ical perspectives employed in this paper suggest several constructs, the construct of
silence as a societal response to conflict, the construct of dialogue as one means to
deconstruct the silence, the acknowledgement of truth being multifaceted, and the
complexity that arises in dealing with identity in communities in conflict, where the
practice of dialogue is challenging and dialogue itself can be elusive, and subdued. In
concluding it suggests that where arts-based methodologies form the backdrop, or at
the very least serve as an intervention, there is hope for shared understanding to
emerge organically.
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Silence as a critical component of communicative dis-
course

Brookfield (1995) noted that ‘silence is socially and politically sculptured’ (p. 24).
He referred to Marcuse’s (1965) concept of repressive tolerance to illustrate how
passive acceptance of entrenched and established attitudes and ideas is often repress-
ive, not liberating. To counteract this false consciousness, he suggested that the role
of an educator is to clear a space for multiple voices previously silenced by dominant
ideologies. Brookfield (2009) guarded against educators adapting a one-dimensional
understanding of silence in educational settings. As Ellsworth (1992) points out it is
mistaken for critical educators always to assume that silence represents voicelessness
or loss of voice. This view betrays deep and unacceptable identity, gender, race and
class bias and neglects the possibility that silence is often a politically sophisticated,
deliberate choice. (Brookfield, 2009, p. 328). Connolly (2003) suggests that ‘a cent-
ral function of community education has been the provision of a forum for listening
to the voices of otherwise silenced people’ (p. 9). Silence in this context reinforces
the need to establish a pedagogy with adult and community practitioners, that is
informed by and taps into discourse that is often muted.

However, such an aspiration is not without risk. Often, within political populism
grassroots silencing of conscientious objectors occurs. Communities become sub-
dued in this process, adversely impacting the potential for dialogue. In acknow-
ledging the deep-rooted societal silence that accompanies violent conflict, Fitzduff
(1999) reminds us of the risks associated with breaking the silence between com-
munities of enemies ‘the price for talking in some communities is often high ranging
from cynical questions to accusations of betrayal or death’ (p. 86). Freire (1996) ar-
gued that ‘human existence cannot stay silent, nor can it be nourished with false
words, but only with true words with which men (sic) transform the world’ (p. 69).
Freire described silence in the context of oppression. ‘every person however ignorant
or submerged in the “culture of silence,” can look critically at his or her world
through a process of dialogue with others and can gradually come to perceive his
personal and social reality, think about it, and take action in regard to it’ (p. 104).
Freire agreed that the importance of silence in the context of communication is fun-
damental.

Freire (2010) in writing about the roots of Brazilian ‘mutism’ stated that ‘societies
which are denied dialogue in favour of decrees become predominantly silent’ (p. 21).
He elaborated ‘silence does not signify the absence of response, but rather a response
which lacks a critical quality’ (p. 21). Hawes (2006) suggested that ‘dialogue can
serve as a way to practice being silent and focused, listening and mindful’ (p. 268). Li
(2001) notes that ‘silence and speech form a continuum of human
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communication” (p. 157). Jaworski (1993) adopts a different approach. He advised
that instead of searching for a final definition of silence, a critical inquiry into silence
should focus on how silence works in different communicative contexts.

Silence is not always negative; it can also be experienced as empowering. Silence can
be an act of understanding that reaches beyond what mere words can express. Vygot-
sky (1987) cited by Wegerif (2008) stated that ‘as people get closer to inter subject-
ive understanding in a dialogue, their need for explicit articulation becomes less,
words and phrases become abbreviated, and they retreat towards the silence of a
single consciousness’ (p. 350). Vygotsky (1987) cited by Cheyne and Tarulli (1999)
referred to ‘inner speech as a unique form of internal collaboration with oneself” (p.
15). According to Knapp, Enninger and Knapp-Potthoff (1987) ‘the practice of pre-
sumably unintentional silence may originate from long-term acculturation and em-
bodies semiotic experiences’ (p. 289).

Cultural silence

There is another aspect to cultural silence. People will be unwilling to publicly ex-
press their opinion if they believe they are in the minority. They will also be more
vocal if they believe they are a part of the majority. Thus, the more marginalised you
become, the less you speak. Silence itself can never be simply a sheer lack of voice. In
respect to social relations there is no such thing as pure silence. Silences are, at least,
always discernible by a definite gap or open place in the familiar refrain — whether of
music, conversation, chatter. Silences like these are often themselves a sign that some-
thing is out of the ordinary, even terribly wrong. Kulkarni and Lemert (2012) ob-
served that ‘since the 1990s, development theories have focused on the voice/silence
trope as a corrective to the inability of global development policy to consider, pre-
cisely, the silence of targeted populations’ (p. 1). Spivak (1988) cited in Kulkarni
and Lemert (2012) posed the question, ‘can the subaltern speak?” They concluded
that ‘Spivak makes an important point as to the social dynamics of silence among the
lowest strata of postcolonial societies, themselves lodged in the lowest tier of globally
stratified societies’ (p. 3). According to Freire (1996) ‘those who have been denied
their primordial right to speak their word must first reclaim this right and prevent
the continuation of this dehumanizing aggressions’ (p. 69). In order to do this, Freire
emphasised dialogue as a ‘fundamental precondition for true humanization’ (p.118).

Dialogue: A Conceptual Framework
Dialogue refers to a process of communication in which participants engage in an

open exchange of ideas, often with the goal of reaching mutual understanding,
resolving conflicts, or creating shared meaning. Dialogue emphasises epistemological
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curiosity, collaboration over competition and listening over argumentation. Long
being a proponent of the practice of dialogue, Freire (1970) notes, ‘T engage in dia-
logue not necessarily because I like the other person. I engage in dialogue because I
recognise the social character of the process of knowing. In this sense, dialogue
presents itself as a component of the process of both learning and knowing. (p.15)

Several theoretical frameworks (Coulter, Gilmartin, Hayward, Shirlow (2021), All-
port (1954), Jameson (2014, Nugent, 2014) have emerged to guide dialogue prac-
tices, especially in conflict interventions, community engagement, and democratic
and participatory governance. In practice, dialogue is often facilitated by practition-
ers in community organisations, civil society groups, and educational institutions.
Structured dialogues typically follow a set of principles, such as active listening, re-
spect for diverse perspectives and a commitment to mutual understanding. These
principles are especially important in politically polarised contexts, where en-
trenched viewpoints and mutual distrust can hinder constructive conversations.

Freire (1970) advocates unity between theory and practice, ‘in order to achieve this
unity one must have an epistemological curiosity-a curiosity that is often missing in
dialogue as conversations” (p. 19). He notes the ‘fundamental goal of dialogue in
education is to create a process of learning and knowing that invariably involves the-
orising about the experiences shared in the dialogue process’ (p. 22). In bringing
people together, in planning dialogue, practitioners need to develop a language ap-
propriate to the context, a language that moves beyond identifying the codes and
semantics that alert to difference, instead it needs to develop a language of unity.

The Possibilities of Dialogue

While populism presents significant obstacles to dialogue, there are still possibilities
for meaningful interaction between community groups in politically polarised soci-
eties. One such possibility is the creation of deliberative spaces where participants
from different political and social backgrounds can come together to discuss shared
concerns. These spaces must be carefully designed to foster inclusivity, mutual re-
spect, and a commitment to finding common ground. Another possibility is the use
of local-level dialogues, which may be more successful than national or large-scale
dialogues in overcoming political polarisation. At the local level, individuals are
more likely to interact with people from different backgrounds in their everyday
lives, making it easier to foster trust and mutual understanding. Community groups
can play a key role in organising such dialogues, focusing on specific issues that affect
the local community, such as education, healthcare and housing. Additionally, cross-
community dialogues aim to bridge divides between groups that are often pitted
against each other by populist rhetoric, and or nationalism. Such dialogues can focus

266



Journal of Dialogue Studies 12

on common concerns, such as economic inequality, environmental sustainability, or
social justice, which transcend political ideologies, and create greater understanding
amongst groups of ‘others.

Dialogue as an educational pedagogy in response to si-
lencing

Freire (2010) placed great importance on dialogue and the dire consequences of
anti-dialogical action which he described as ‘a theory of action based on anti-dia-
lectics - diametrically opposed to one stemming from dialectics’ (p. 102). This course
of action, he emphasised has the potential for cultural invasion and he reasserts the
role of dialogue within a humanistic approach ‘humanism is to make dialogue live,
dialogue is not to invade, not to make slogans’ (p. 104). Freire suggested that dia-
logue is an educational pedagogy in response to the silencing of the oppressed. Freire
(1998) recommended dialogue as a means to perceive reality. Dialogue is a method-
ological approach to overcoming difference and division. Dialogue builds bridges in
the human experience. It explores humanity as an interconnected being. Dialogue is
a response to what Freire (1996) noted as ‘the problem of humanization’ and is
brought on by the process of dehumanization of the ‘other’. Dialogue invites discus-
sions that attend to emotions as well as abstract reason. Dialogue assumes that to
understand is to understand differently, we calibrate our pre-existing views to ac-
commodate that difference. It is by being our authentic self, when we can express our
values, beliefs and our needs, when we are truly heard by the other that true dialogue
occurs. Hawes (2006) affirmed the experience that dialogue is an act of co-creating
mutual understanding. She suggests that ‘our commonalities and our differences
form the conditions for mutual understanding’ (p. 264). She referred to Freire’s
thoughts about dialogue as ‘an act of love that requires hope humility and faith in
humanity, that becomes an equal relationship that builds mutual trust between the
participants’ (p. 267). We experience joy in recognising our shared humanity.

Deepening Dialogue

Deep dialogue is a methodology of engaging in dialogue that goes beyond surface
level one-dimensional thinking and response patterns. It aims for participants to
engage in conversations that reaches into emotional contexts and explores en-
trenched rationality. It is dialogue that is honest. It is dialogue that exposes insecure
ontologies. It is risky business. Where dialogue, deep or otherwise is muted, the si-
lence is deafening. In responding to cultural silence, the task of developing positive
encounter dialogue between groups of ‘others’ is critical. According to Bar-On,
Litvak-Hirsh and Othman (2007) ‘dialogue can be understood as learning how an-
other group feels and thinks differently from one’s own group’ (p. 52). On the other
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hand, acknowledging the asymmetrical power relations in constructing dialogue is
not without its challenges particularly in an educational context.

Freire (1998) suggested maintaining ‘epistemological curiosity’ so that in the process
of learning, ‘authoritarianism and the epistemological error of the banking system
can be circumvented and outmaneuvered” (p. 32). This helps to prevent a ‘simple
passive pretense at dialogue’ (p. 81). He highlighted the importance of listening
‘only the person who listens patiently and critically is able to speak with the
other’ (p. 110). Hawes (2006) acknowledged ‘with dialogue, the outcome, (con-
sensus, conversion, victory) doesn’t drive the process. The process is the outcome’ (p.
263). She asserted that ‘the turn to dialogue has come about in order to help people,
who cannot talk to one another without arguing, dominating, withdrawing into
silence or fighting, begin a process of mutual understanding’ (p. 236).

Lederach (2003) elaborated ‘many of the skill-based mechanisms that are called
upon to reduce violence are rooted in the communicative abilities to exchange ideas,
find common definitions to issues, and seek ways forward towards solutions’ (p. 22).
Lederach stressed ‘dialogue is necessary for both creating and addressing social and
public spheres where human institutions, structures and patterns of relationships are
constructed’ (p. 22). Lederach noted that the ‘processes designed to explore these
deeper issues will need to have a goal of creating spaces for exchange and dialogue,
rather than the goal of creating an immediate negotiated solution’ (p. 57). He clab-
orated ‘the most critical parts of the processes are the cultivation of internal self or
intra-group spaces where safe and deep reflection about the nature of the situation,

responsibility, hopes, and fears can be pursued’ (p. 57).

Bar-On (1989) described the shift in consciousness needed for former adversaries to
engage in meaningful dialogue, and to begin to develop an understanding of how
asymmetry of power relationships contributes to silencing of communities. Listening
to silent voices requires that the dominant side provide potential new space, as its
hegemonic stories do not traditionally give space to silenced voices. The dominant
side has to reconstruct its own stories, to understand how its own narratives prevent
recognition of the legitimacy of the weaker side’s stories. (p. 34). According to Bar-
on, Litvak-Hirsh & Othman (2007) ’telling a story from one side of the conflict can
silence the other sides voice, particularly in a context of asymmetric power relations.
For example, a Jewish Israeli reference to the 1948 war as a war of independence (for
Israel), silences Palestinians who see it as their catastrophe’ (p. 36).

Freire (1998) asserts the importance of silence in the context of communication as
fundamental. ‘It affords space while listening....and allows me to enter the internal
rhythm of the speaker’s thoughts and experience that rhythm as language. On the
other hand, silence makes it possible for the speaker who is really committed to the
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experience of communication, to hear the question, the doubt, the creativity of the
person who is listening. Without this, communication withers. (p. 104).

Populisms and Truth

The origins of populist truths, though contemporaneously positioned, usually pre-
cede a chequered, historical and painful past. In divided societies, where historical
grievances, legacy issues and political populisms dominate, truth becomes a heavily
contested space. The narratives that people tell about their identity, history, and
political struggles are deeply intertwined with their community’s sense of truth and
influenced by intergenerational aspects of constructed identity. O’Hagan (2008)
stated ‘what cannot be talked about can also not be put to rest, the wounds continue
to fester from generation to generation’ (P. 105). Dialogue is essential to address the
intergenerational effects of silence and conflict.

When nations, and communities are in conflict, their socially and historically con-
structed narratives, highlight the impact of populist rhetoric and uncovers the posi-
tioning of competing truths. Within this context, the potential for meaningful dia-
logue to support community relations remains very challenging. Within protracted
inter-community conflict like in Northern Ireland, Israel, Palestine, South Africa, to
name but a few, political populism often frames and disrupts the attempts and exper-
iences of dialogue within these communities. Dialogue becomes fraught with chal-
lenges, but skilfully managed, dialogue also hosts the potential for transformation.

Lederach (2003) emphasised ‘issues of identity are at the root of most conflicts’ and
recommends ‘a move towards, not away from, the appeals of identity, practitioners
need to be attentive to the voice of identity’ (p. 55-57). Similarly, Hogan (2010)
posits that when the practice of education is successful ‘it contributes to the un-
forced disclosure of a vibrant sense of personal identity’ (p. 3) The process and prac-
tice of dialogue has embedded within it the capacity to recognise the other’s right to
exist. Giroux’s (2005) theory of border pedagogy, embedded within critical theory
recognises the powerful potential for meaning making when colliding paradigms
present themselves. In reference to MacIntyre (1981) Giroux notes, ‘T inherit from
the past of my family, my city, my tribe, my nation, a variety of debts, inheritances,
rightful expectations and obligations’ (p. 111).

Nugent (2014) posits that dialogue often centers on issues of identity, legacy, and
the political future. Intra-community discussions are typically marked by the tension
between ideas of legitimacy, recognition, betrayal, hierarchies of victimhood, truth
and justice. Within the practice of dialogue, secking compromise can be experienced
as a necessary path to progress, whilst other see engagement in dialogue as a betrayal
to their communities suffering, as upholding the fear of continued marginalisation
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and even eradication, essentially hosting the foundations of an existential threat.
Having constructed community truths around a history of struggle and experiences
of victimhood, questioning these truths can be seen as undermining the com-
munity’s identity. (p. 120).

Adult and community education practitioners and theorists are becoming more
acutely aware of silence as a semantic process, a process of communication, and in
observing how codes of silence occur in post conflict societies through gaps in com-
munication, across interfaces and boundaries and through what Marcuse (1965)
refers to as ‘repressive tolerance. Repressive tolerance, Marcuse argues, takes two
main forms: (i) the unthinking acceptance of entrenched attitudes and ideas, even
when these are obviously damaging to other people, and (ii) the vocal endorsement
of actions that are manifestly aggressive towards other people (Oxford Reference).

Freire (2010) acknowledges ‘from a semantic standpoint, words have a basic mean-
ing and a contextual meaning’ (p. 87). Within societies in conflict, an insider is privy
to semantic understandings of how groups of ‘others’ relate, how they tap into each
other’s reality, to acknowledge who they are. The suppression of culture reinforces
semantic silences and offers ways of knowing that suggest why cultures implode in
conflict under the burden of suppression. This deep level of semantic understanding
is helpful for intra community dialogue, and in negotiating what can and cannot be
talked about yet, within cross community, inter community dialogical spaces.

The Limits and Possibilities of Intra-Community Dia-
logue

While dialogue within communities of others in conflict is important, intra com-
munity dialogue is essential for addressing internal community divisions. However
intra community dialogue is also limited by several factors. Political populism, with
its reliance on simple narratives and clear-cut distinctions between good and evil,
can make it difficult for communities to engage in the kind of nuanced discussions
that are necessary for meaningful dialogue. Nevertheless there are also significant
possibilities for intra-community dialogue to foster greater understanding and pro-
gress. Within communities, there are individuals and groups who recognise the need
to move beyond the populist rhetoric of the past and engage in more constructive
conversations about the future. These dialogues can focus on common concerns,
such as economic inequality, social justice, and the legacy of violence, which affect all
communities. Furthermore, intra-community dialogue can serve as a stepping stone
to inter-community dialogue, creating the conditions for communities to engage
with each other in a more meaningful way. By addressing the internal divisions and
contradictions within their own communities, they may be better equipped to en-
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gage in dialogue with the other side, moving beyond the entrenched narratives of
political populism.

Arts based methodologies

Lederach’s (2005) ‘moral imagination’ contributes understanding of how the ability
to articulate ones ideology can lead groups of ‘others’ to develop a paradoxical curi-
osity towards each other. Greene’s (1973) philosophical imagination has a role to
play in arts-based methodologies that support inter community understanding.
Greene (1978) noted that ‘one of the great powers associated with the arts is the
power to challenge expectations, to break stereotypes, to change the ways in which
persons apprehend the world. Greene (1995) suggested that ‘the extent to which we
grasp anothers’ world depends on our existing ability to make use of our imagina-
tion’ (p. 4). She noted that ‘to identify oneself with a one-dimensional view is always
to deny a part of one’s humanity’ (p. 9). Greene (1973) emphasised ‘in a multifarious
culture, no single schema or category can be sufficient for organising the flux of real-
ity. Abstractions-racist, blue collar, capitalist, dissenter, politician-inevitably obscure
the existence of particular persons with their ambivalences, their hopes, their

fears. (p.9)

Greene (1995) suggested it takes ‘a fourfold vision derived from feeling, sensation
and intuition as well as mind to encompass ones’ experience adequately and hu-
manely’ (p. 9), Greene (1978) also acknowledged “The crucial problem...is the
problem of challenging what is taken for granted and transmitted as taken-for-gran-
ted: ideas of hierarchy, of deserved deficits, of delayed gratification and of mechanic-
al time schemes in tension with inner time. Greene (1973) highlights ‘there is always
a flux in the things and ideas of this world and there is always the need to catch the
flux in networks of meaning’ and ‘whatever the networks, the focus should be on
that which dislodges fixities, resists one-dimensionality and allows multiple personal
voices to become articulated in a more and more vital dialogue” (p. 22).

Dialogue and silence as positive encounters

Dialogue can help to identity, and indeed articulate, the widespread forms of silen-
cing that occur within the response of mainstream and civil society to contentious
issues, and the ambivalence or banality that arises as a result, the detachment of ‘right
thinking’ people towards a world of perceived violence. The role of dialogue in adult
and community education is to provide a space where the multiple forms of silencing
can be recognised, acknowledged and managed in a way that encourages creative and
constructive processes that support positive encounters. That being said, sometimes
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mutual understanding emerges organically, to elucidate, the esoteric nature of silence
is explored through the following vignette.

Beckett’s Happy Days Stories

Recently I had an opportunity to participate in and reflect upon a silent encounter
of a mass of people in the centre of Enniskillen town in County Fermanagh in
Northern Ireland. Enniskillen is a pleasant market town. 25 years since the Good
Friday/Belfast/Northern Ireland Agreement? put an end to 30 years of conflict
between Ireland, Northern Ireland and Britain. Enniskillen is now a relatively peace-
ful town but with a deeply troubled past of protracted political conflict. It is for the
most part economically resilient, with people of varying religious and political per-
suasions now living in co-existence. The silence I refer to occurred spontancously,
and lasted for moments, it was neither contrived nor planned. However, it held a
deep resonance, a lasting impact for those of us who were caught up in the moment.
It occurred at the centre of the town, on Church Street at the interface between the
Catholic Church of St. Michael’s, and the Church of Ireland Cathedral, St Ma-
cartin’s that stands directly opposite in close proximity. The Happy Days Festival
brochure sets the scene, “The Anglican Cathedral (St Macartins) and Catholic
Church stare each other down 20 paces apart. And the blushing pink Methodist
Church a few doors away, a beauty inside. They all look back on Blakes Pub, likely
where Beckett may have sipped his first whiskey and Guinness’

A mass of people had gathered outside of the Catholic Church at the entrance. The
crowd was eagerly awaiting an opportunity to enter the busy Church to attend the
‘Precious Little Afternoon Recital’ on offer as part of the Samuel Beckett Happy
Days festival. Spontaneously a happy bridal party emerged. The bride and groom
stood to greet their guests on this bright sunny day. The bride was radiant, and the
groom was handsome, the bridal party celebratory, chattering and frivolous. The
overall ambiance was congenial. Onlookers admired the wedding party, seemingly
satisfied that they could enter the Catholic Church for the recital when the bridal
party had dispersed. I with my daughters enthralled by this happy occasion.

Directly across the street, 20 paces away” St Macartin’s Church of Ireland Cathedral
was thronged with people. Suddenly amidst and in contrast to the bliss of the wed-
ding party, a lone piper emerged playing a lonely recital of Amazing Grace. A funeral
was taking place. The mourners began to emerge from St Macartins, carrying the

2 https://www.ireland.ie/en/dfa/role-policies/northern-ireland/about-the-good-friday-agree-

ment/
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cofhin. Sadness, grief and suffering was carved onto the faces of the mourners. Sud-
denly a hush descended upon the wedding party, the tempo of laughter and gaiety
almost immediately subsided; the bride and groom stood steadfast. Silence erupted
and filled the air. The lonesome piper slowly passed filling the air with the lonesome
rendition, known to all. People bowed their heads towards the passing entourage.

Humanity was shared in those moments, understood and respected. Without any
formal rules of engagement, the correct response was known’ Sometimes silence is
the only response, the humane response, the cure, there are no words that could have
suggested or imbued a deeper empathy. The cortege passed; the silence slowly drifted
into oblivion in much the same way that it began. The crowd dispersed, some to a
wedding, some to a funeral and I with my daughters to a splendid rendition of
Haydn’s Ariadne auf Naxos.

I knew that I had encountered a significantly powerful moment in time between two
tribes. Each may have attended each other’s funerals, albeit from the outside looking
in, even fewer would have attended each other’s weddings, thanks in no small part to
the rules of engagement imposed by church and society. This incident might be con-
strued as the polite silence of civilised company or ‘a retreat towards the silence of a
single consciousness’ except in the knowing, the meaning that subjectively emerged.
The moment was transformed by silence. It was indeed a precious little afternoon.
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This special edition of The Journal of Dialogue Studies is composed of pa-
pers which engage with and explore the possibilities and limits of dialogue
in a world in which there would appear to be a rising tide of political pop-
ulisms that have been challenging existing political norms, institutions,
and processes. The movements associated with such populisms have often
been led by ‘charismatic’ leaders who make an appeal to ‘ordinary people’
over and against ‘the establishment’ In the process, they employ con-
tentious and polarising rhetoric which brings serious challenges to social
cohesion, civility, and truth in public life. This special issue brings together
articles written by researchers from across a range of academic disciplines
and fields of practice, drawing also on insights from dialogue theories and
dialogue practice, in order critically to explore the dynamics of such polit-
ical populisms and their impact on the communicative possibilities and
limits of dialogue.
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