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Political populism as a symptom of the
great transformation of democracy
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Populism and democracy represent two sides of the same coin as neither of them
can subsist without referring to the ‘sovereign people’. Yet, the question arises
how the boundary between democracy and demagogy can be set. Following
Dahrendorf (2003), the concept of populism provides the marker to draw this line.
Democracy and demagogy characterise two opposed ways of addressing ‘the
people’, either by accepting the challenge of modern societal complexity or by
oversimplifying the problems in order to generate strong emotions that can be
capitalised politically. The success of populist parties and movements, however,
always bears witness to the crisis of political representation, first and foremost of
parliaments as the essential institutions of modern democracy. In the wake of
globalisation, the recent finance crisis, and the following austerity policies, the
departure of political decision into extra-parliamentary bodies provokes the erosion
of the parliaments’ power and exacerbates the crisis of democratic representation
(Crouch, 2005; Mair, 2013). Consequently, a democratic vacuum arises that can
be occupied by populist political entrepreneurs, offering a substitute of repre -
sentation grounded on simplifying narratives with Manichean character (Berezin,
2009). Democracy’s endeavours to react to its representational crisis can only
succeed if they are fostered by an understanding of what constitutes the attrac -
tiveness of political populism. Yet, this exercise seems to be anything but self-
evident and calls for a thorough investigation of populism by social and political
sciences.

It has to be stated that until now there is no consensual definition for the
analytical concept of populism. The long lasting debate about this topic (Ionescu
& Gellner, 1969; Moffit, 2016; Müller, 2016), however, does not really seem 
to affect the research on what populism represents as a genuinely political phe -
nomenon. Since the rise of mostly right-wing populist parties and movements in
the first decade of the twenty-first century, research on political populism is
flourishing, and different strategies have been adopted to operationalise the
category of populism: either by delimiting the scope of research, or by proceeding
to a comparative assessment of its manifold occurrences or by systematically
classifying populist movements and parties. The most efficient typological work
to date grounds on the definition of populism as a political ideology (Hauch,
Hellmuth & Pasteur, 2002; Mudde, 2007; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012).



This approach adopts a classical taxonomic classification pattern. It defines the
smallest common denominator of all political phenomena that come under 
the concept of populism, then distinguishing between their specific ideological
differences and characterising among others left- and right-wing populism,
European, North- and Latin-American populism and so on.

Besides, however, a more decided shift from a substantial understanding of
populism to an inquiry into the different ways societies construct populism as a
political fact can be noted, which introduces a critical reflection about the
conventional scientific assessment of the phenomenon. Since populism cannot 
be caught directly as a consistent social occurrence, corresponding to clear-cut
typological characteristics, research treats it as a symptom of different political
processes that can be assessed either as the unleashing causes or as the final
consequences of populist mobilisation. Original approaches emerge that, on the
one hand, imply a critical examination of the commonplaces which may still play
a role in research, or that, on the other hand, initiate an inquiry into the semantics
of different analytical categories that are applied in the examination of the
phenomenon. Reframing political populism thereby becomes a necessary step of
research and introduces different methodological reflexions, characterising the 
state of the art.

These developments radiate onto the studies that are collected in the present
volume and that distinguish themselves by adopting some innovative research
strategies, which can be classified in four major streams. (1) The necessity of a
critical assessment of the monocausal explanation patterns is claimed by several
authors. Neither can populism be understood as a simple consequence of par ticular
mentalities, nor as induced by the diffusion of new communication media, nor as
resulting from a single major historical event, such as the economic, political or
migration crises of the last decade. The aim of populism research is seen as
consisting in the capacity of catching the complex interaction between these
different factors. (2) A rejection of the established dichotomies of political dis -
course as categories that may be adapted for analytical inquiry into populism is
shared by the authors of the volume’s chapters. Oppositions of, for instance,
discrimination against versus openness towards minorities or women’s rights, or
of the predilection for statism versus one for neo-liberalism, do not help to frame
populism because they may be found on either side of the cleavage. Instead,
research on political populism sets out to gain some distance from societal self-
interpretations and develops further analytical categories. (3) A deeper methodo -
logical reflection encourages a more articulated approach towards the framing of
the populist phenomenon, reconsidering, on the one hand, its organisational forms
that is considering it as being grounded on a social movement or a political party
basis. On the other hand, the geographical and historical particularities charac -
terising different forms of populism are worked out comparatively, and the
different occurrences of populism are classed around the cleavage between the
right-wing and left-wing political spectrum. (4) Finally, instead of describing
populism directly, different contributions focus on the assessment of the major
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consequences of the populist mobilisation. Accordingly, the studies in this volume
elaborate the populist effects on the transformation of political culture, the modi -
fication of penal legislation, the differentiation of political systems beyond the 
two party alternation and eventually on its responsibility for the rise of hybrid
political regimes.

Language, media and law

The appearance of populist challengers in the political competition is normally
linked to an alteration of political semantics. Yet, after a first phase of disorientation
and struggle against populist slogans, the established parties tend to adopt several
contents of the populist mobilisation to score in electoral campaigns. The result
is a lingering legitimation of xenophobic, reactionary and authoritarian political
visions that lasts widely beyond the ‘hot’ stages of electoral campaigns. A collateral
consequence of populist mobilisation is, therefore, the maceration of the established
borders of democratic political culture as an institution regulating the ‘control and
balance’ function of the public. The limits of legitimate political semantics have
shifted, so that the related functions of social closure are renegotiated on an extra-
parliamentary basis. New forms of exclusion negating access to citizenship and
social rights for selected social groups (asylum seekers, economic migrants,
welfare recipients, etc.) rapidly become accepted, constituting the ground for the
restrictive legislation to come. As Ruth Wodak shows, this kind of shift in political
semantics represented the crucial aspect of the campaign for the election of the
Austrian parliament in October 2017. The candidate of the conservative people’s
party (ÖVP) could score by directly adopting the slogans of the xenophobic
freedom party (FPÖ), and built a coalition with them that is going to legislate the
most restrictive limitation of citizenship and social rights in Austrian history.

The success of populist movements and parties often gains momentum through
the development of some kind of parallel public opinions without critical control
by intellectuals and scholars. Social media in this respect played an essential role,
as the Brexit campaign and the US-elections among others revealed. The specificity
of social media resides in the circumstance that their research algorithms explore
the web for contents that match the ones already selected by the user, so that he
or she is left with the impression that reality is constituted exclusively by the ‘facts’
that confirm their prejudices. This contraction of social reality into the limits of
the consumer’s preferred contents doubtlessly constitutes the ground for the
elective affinity between social media and populism. The question thus arises
whether the former constitutes the major factor for the success of the latter. Yet,
as Benjamin Moffit demonstrates, this presumption has to be considered as a
monocausal reduction of the complex interaction between populism and social
media. While the latter are suited to serve as a vector for messages that diffuse
irrational fears and agitation, this, however, does not suffice to ensure the success
of populist political appeals. The medium is not the message. Social media 
and the traditional channels of populist mobilisation have in common that they
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offer the illusion of an ‘unmediated representation’ of needs and emotions, so that
the use of social media adds potential to populist mobilisation, but cannot be
considered the crucial determining factor of its success.

The utter consequence of the populist political programme is represented by 
the restrictive and anti-democratic modification of crucial aspects of legislation,
regulating migrant’s rights, access to social protection systems or independence
of judicial power. Such glaring mutations, however, call on the plan major public
debates and become the object of political struggles on a national as well as on a
European level, as for instance the Polish legislation on the Supreme Court shows.
Accordingly, the chances of success for the populist mobilisation are related to
its capacity of winning the majority of the public for its political vision, so that
similar undertakings are quite at risk. Yet, a less spectacular, but, therefore, more
dangerous transformation of the basic principles of the legal structure is due to a
lingering modification in the realm of penal law and thus in the way the executive
authorities intervene in the field of jurisdiction. The emphasis on security and
notably on the alleged growth of criminality that is instrumentally brought in
relation with increasing migration flows provokes a shift from the grounding
principle of modern penal law, which focusses on the rights of the person, to the
rights of not adequately defined collective subjects. As Michelle Miao and John
Pratt register thanks to a comparative assessment of recent amendments in criminal
law, this change is the result of a progressing acceptance of the contents of populist
mobilisations through the legislators, even if populist forces are not included in
governments, but have snapped up the power of setting the political agenda.

Dimensions of right-wing populism

Answering the question of what populism is, also implies several difficulties
because its occurrences are historically as well as geographically extremely
different. In Europe, a quite self-evident identification of populism with right-wing
political positions is common, because here they represent the most consistent
fraction of the phenomenon, whereas in Latin America, there is a stronger associ -
ation of populism with left-wing political positions. Inquiring into right-wing
populism means, therefore, establishing an analytical typology of the different
historical and geographical forms of populism. Dieter Rucht takes on the task 
of drawing this frame including the Russian Narodniki, agrarian populism in 
North America, Peronism in Argentina and Poujadism in France, so that he pro -
vides a backdrop against which he can classify contemporary right-wing populism.
Starting from this analytical pattern, he elaborates the perceptions of depriva-
tion, the political alienation and the cultural disorientation syndrome that foster
con tem porary right-wing populism in Europe. A critical assessment of the 
tension-fraught relationship between populism and civil society concludes his
chapter. Whether right-wing populism can be valued as an expression of civil
society and alternative to the established political system, or needs to be judged
as a substantial turn to uncivilised social relations, depends on the underlying
under standing of the phenomenon.
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Explaining populism entails, furthermore, a delimitation, if possible, against the
classical radical right. A reconstruction of the historical occurrences of populist
movements can contribute to this purpose, but even more so a history of the
transformation of the radical right-wing parties that managed to establish them -
selves as the representatives of the small people in different European countries.
In this respect, the development of the French party National Front has a para -
digmatic significance. Dietmar Loch’s chapter analyses the reasons for its success
beyond the classical boundaries of the extreme right-wing electorate in France.
Economic crisis, centre-periphery conflicts and fears of downward social mobility
all contribute to the increasing electoral scores of the party. Yet socio-structural
explanations do not seem to be sufficient. Cultural explanations such as the ‘silent
counter-revolution’ and the decadence of the established political culture have to
be scrutinised in order to understand the convergence between radical-right
populism and growing groups of the electorate.

European right-wing populism presents itself as a radical anti-elitist movement.
This aversion is directed against cultivated international elites and many other
groups, whom populists speak about only behind closed doors. Yet, above all, the
alleged technocratic elites of the European Union serve as the preferred concept
of the enemy. This attitude prompts the democratic public, and populism research,
to cherish cosmopolitanism as an ideal contrasting the far right body of thought
transported by the populist movements and parties. In these endeavours, however,
an established dichotomy of political discourse comes into operation unreflected
as an analytical frame for inquiring into populism. In this regard, Ulrike M. Vieten
points out that the concept of cosmopolitanism conceals an important ambivalence
stemming from its historical origins. The anti-intellectual and antisemitic polemics
of the German conservatives at the end of the nineteenth century developed a
negative concept of the cosmopolitan elites that comes to the fore anew. Yet, the
dark side of the historical discourses on cosmopolitanism was ignored largely in
the post-1990 years, rendering it highly problematic to construct an opposition
between the current face of populist territorialism and the de-territorialised vision
of a trans-national cosmopolitan democracy. Accordingly, populism research is
well advised to reconsider the historical semantics of the concepts it applies to
research in order to avoid reproducing long-serving ideologemes.

Regimes, party systems and political subjects

In the past decade, Europe has experienced the rise of many populist parties, some
of which skyrocketed to electoral success, so that they could set the government
in several countries. In opposition to the widespread idea that populists tend to
abandon their extreme political purposes when they come to office, the conse -
quence of populist mobilisation to be observed is a transformation of liberal dem -
ocracies into ‘hybrid regimes’ as soon as populist parties conquer parliamentary
majorities. Instead of simply adopting conservative politics, populist governments
purge the administration and the state media, undermine the autonomy of the
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judiciary and use plebiscites and referenda to weaken the remaining checks and
balances. This at least is the conclusion to be drawn from the comparison by Klaus
Bachmann between governmental strategies of populist parties that came to office
in Belarus, Hungary, Poland, Turkey and Ukraine. The rise of hybrid regimes
represents the utter consequence of populist mobilisation and a starting point for
the development of open authoritarianism. Consequently, only as long as populist
parties are compelled to govern in coalition with classical parties, can they be
considered a minor danger or even a factor of innovation for democracy. Empirical
evidence shows that as soon as right-wing populist parties conquer a majority of
parliamentary seats, even if they did not win the popular vote, the authoritarian
transformation of the political system is launched.

Correspondingly, the question arises whether the electoral success of left-wing
populist parties leads to the same kind of development. So far, in Europe only the
Greek left-populist party Syriza won the elections and set the government, without
having initiated any depletion of the constitutional separation of powers. In two
further South European countries, a different development unfolded. In Spain, the
newly founded party Podemos surprisingly became the third party of the country
in the 2015 and 2016 parliamentary elections, by reaching the self-imposed goal
of ending the two party regime. In Italy, the ecological and partly leftish oriented
populist Five Stars Movement emerged, carrying the slogan of ‘sending home the
whole political class’. In the 2013 parliament election, it unexpectedly became the
second strongest political party with some 25 per cent of the votes. Roberto Biorcio
undertakes a comparison of the political strategies of the two populist parties. The
survey evidences that their main impact concerns the historical transformation 
of the structure of the respective political systems. In both Italy and Spain, over
decennia two opposite parties or party blocks alternated in power, without leaving
any chance of success to the rest of the political spectrum. Yet, the weakening of
political representation following the austerity policies in the wake of the financial
crisis provoked the unprecedented change to a three party political system.
Government now has to be formed as either a coalition of the two once opposed
traditional parties, or a coalition of one of them and the populist parties – both
scenarios that all the involved actors to date repudiate.

The rise of hybrid regimes and the instability of political systems that are divided
into three incompatible political parties seem to constitute the most extreme
results of the populist mobilisation in Europe. Regarded from a typological per -
spective, analysing the development of Latin American populism instead seems
to raise completely different questions. Neither liberal representation nor populist
mobilisation has been capable of overcoming the region’s pendulum between
democracy and authoritarianism. Understanding who the possible political subjects
are that could lead a democratic transformation of the Latin American political
systems, thus involves a more thorough analysis of the apparent opposition
between the concepts of ‘the citizen’ and of ‘the people’ as the grounding principles
of politics. Jenny Pearce undertakes this effort by reconstructing the Latin
American debate on this matter. A complex interdependence between the com -
peting political perspectives of liberalism and populism comes to the fore that does
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not simply reflect a left-right dichotomy, but highlights the ongoing fragility of
democracy, worsened by social, economic and political divides. Only a demo-
cratic participation of the poor in substantial terms could overcome this situation.
Yet, what does participatory democracy mean? In order to understand the Latin
American contribution to democratic thinking and practice, research should
overcome the conventional, romantic and paternalist regard of its contents. Only
a debate on its deeper meaning has the potential of realising a critique of the
classical liberal democracy, which could in turn help to overcome its crisis in
Europe.

Concluding

Research on political populism shows that there are by far more possibilities to
address the topic than the simple inquiry into a shared definition of the phe nom -
enon. Important results are achieved by developing a criticism of the conventional
use of socio-political dichotomies and concepts, the semantics of which are all too
often transposed into the social sciences in an unreflected way. In a diagnostic
perspective, it appears to be more fruitful to assume the existence of populist
mobilisation as a fact, in order to highlight its severe aftermath on the structure
of mature liberal democracies as well as on political systems with different factors
of instability. Typologically analysing instead of defining political populism turns
out to be particularly efficient to collect descriptive knowledge concerning its
different historical, geographical as well as left- and right-wing political occur -
rences. A certain amount of aspects characterising populism thus starts to fit into
a classification that can constitute the ground for a new reflection on the essential
typology of the phenomenon. The central issue at stake for the social sciences
would then be to understand whether the multiplicity of developments that are
addressed with the label of populism within political competition are not rather
as much indicators for a transformation and a crisis of democracy, the social,
economic and cultural causes of which are still insufficiently illuminated. Various
suggestions in the present volume show that a more accentuated scientific attempt
to gain distance from the ongoing political debate about these topics can sub -
stantially promote the capacity of social sciences to face the ongoing great
transformation of our societies. In this perspective, populism can be understood
as a symptom of a wider crisis of legitimation affecting democratic political
systems that demands examination as to which extent its development depends
on the depletion of the welfare state, the deregulation of the markets and the
deconstruction of political culture that characterised the last decades.
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1 The micro-politics of 
right-wing populism

Ruth Wodak

Introduction

Currently, we are experiencing, on the one hand, the continuous rise of far-right
and right-wing populist parties.1 On the other hand, we can also observe the
continuous normalisation of previously tabooed arguments, topics, ideologies 
and political programmes. Although some journalists have already celebrated 
the end of such ideologies and related parties as well as movements, the agenda
of the far-right have been integrated into the mainstream, for example in the 
Dutch national election (15 March 2017) and in the Austrian national election
(15 October 2017).

In this chapter, I am concerned with the ‘micro-politics’ of right-wing political
parties – how they actually produce and reproduce their ideologies and exclu -
sionary politics in everyday politics, in the media, in campaigning, in posters,
slogans and speeches. Ultimately, I am concerned with how they succeed (or fail)
in sustaining their electoral success and why their messages resonate so well with
specific audiences. Indeed, what becomes apparent is what I would like to label
as the ‘normalisation’ of formerly tabooed expressions, prejudices and policies
(Wodak, 2015b), a process which should be carefully observed and deconstructed.

In the following, I first provide some definitions of terms and proceed to my
methodological approach, based in Critical Discourse Studies, the Discourse
Historical Approach (DHA). I then elaborate the analysis of backstage perform -
ances of right-wing populist and extreme right politicians. Furthermore, I present
in which manifold ways such explicit and extreme (racist and xenophobic)
utterances are re-contextualised, frontstage, in different genres and across different
publics. In this process, they eventually become normalised and accepted in the
mainstream.

Right-wing populism as an ideology attempts to reduce social and economic
structures in their complexity and proposes simple explanations for complex and
often global developments (Pelinka, 2013; Wodak, 2013a, 2013b, 2015a). In doing
so, populist discourses regularly draw on well-known and established stereotypes
of ‘the Other’ and ‘the Stranger’, whose discursive and socio-political exclusion
is supposed to create a sense of community and belonging within the supposedly
homogenous ‘people’ or ‘Volk’. The fact that these ‘strangers’ may, indeed, be right



at the middle of the respective society marks populism as a pseudo-democratic
battleground for internal conflicts of interest within that society. These real political
and economic contradictions, however, are not often addressed directly, since
populism as an ideological strategy seeks to situate social conflict not where it
originates, but to obscure or externalise it.

It is thus not surprising that in 2016/2017, political rhetoric increasingly relies
on the construction of a distinct dichotomy which aims to divide the people living
in a country into two quasi homogenous blocs: ‘the people’ are juxtaposed with
‘the establishment’ within a specific narrative of threat and betrayal, accusing the
so-called ‘establishment’ of having intentionally or subconsciously neglected 
the so-called ‘people’, having instead pursued only their own interests, failing to
protect the people and to voice their interests, and having ignored the obvious
anxieties of the people (Hochschild, 2016; Wodak, 2017a; Rheindorf & Wodak,
2018b). Indeed, this narrative arbitrarily constructs two groups via text and image
in manifold ways. Such a Manichean2 opposition portrays these two groups as
vehemently opposed to each other, two epistemic communities, one defined as
powerless, the other as powerful; one described as good, innocent and hard-
working, the latter as bad, corrupt, criminal, lazy and unjustly privileged and so
forth.

This dichotomous view of society (a merger of anti-elitism with a nativist
nationalistic anti-pluralism) is part and parcel of right-wing populist ideology,
alongside other salient dimensions which I have elaborated elsewhere (see Wodak,
2015a, pp. 66–67). Protecting the fatherland (or heartland, homeland) implies 
belief in a common narrative of the past, where ‘we’ were either heroes or victims
of evil. Revisionist histories thus blend all past woes into success stories of the
Volk or stories of treachery and betrayal by others, of sacrifice and victimhood.
Moreover, conspiracies are part and parcel of the discursive construction of 
fear which frequently draws on traditional antisemitic and anti-elitist tropes.
Furthermore, such parties endorse traditional, conservative values and morals
(family values, traditional gender roles) and, most importantly, support common
sense simplistic explanations and solutions (anti-intellectualism). Usually, a
‘saviour’ is appealed to – the (more or less) charismatic leader of the respective
party, – who oscillates between the roles of Robin Hood and ‘strict father’ (Lakoff,
2004; Wodak & Forchtner, 2017). Certainly, not all right-wing populist parties
endorse all the above-mentioned positions. Moreover, even if they do, the level
of support for any of these typical stances depends on the specific context of a
given country or even situation of speaking.

The discourse historical approach

The study of discriminatory practices necessarily implies qualitative in-depth
analysis, as traditional methods of measurement encounter enormous obstacles
when trying to account for racist, antisemitic or xenophobic attitudes and related
exclusionary and nationalistic imaginaries and ideologies. Indeed, much research
has provided ample evidence that better educated people understate their prejudiced
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beliefs (Kovács, 2010); moreover, the ideological value of tolerance is widespread
in contemporary capitalist societies, so that the explicit promulgation of exclu -
sionary politics conflicts with the generally accepted values of liberalism. Hence,
discriminatory utterances tend to be ‘coded’ in official rhetoric so as to avoid
sanctions; linguistic-pragmatic devices such as insinuations, implicatures, infer -
ences or presuppositions are frequently comprehensible only to insiders who
possess the same or similar common-ground and epistemic knowledge. Indeed,
the very terms ‘discrimination’, ‘exclusion’ or ‘prejudice’ carry a range of negative
connotations. Thus, few would admit in public or when interviewed to agreeing
with the exclusion of, prejudice or discrimination against minority groups. This
is why opinion polls and interviews are inherently doomed to fail as adequate
methods of investigation into racist belief systems. Usually, people deny these
beliefs and present themselves in a positive light as they are aware that such
opinions are taboo or might even be associated with extremist right-wing political
affiliations. This implies studying by applying qualitative methods how discursive
practices can accomplish exclusion in its many facets without the explicitly
acknowledged intention of actors; exclusion has become ‘normality’ and thus
acceptable, and has been integrated into all dimensions of our societies.

The DHA allows relating the macro- and meso-level of contextualisation to the
micro-level analyses of texts. Such analyses consist primarily of two levels: the
so-called ‘entry-level analysis’ focusing on the thematic dimension of texts and
the ‘in-depth analysis’ which scrutinises coherence and cohesion of texts in detail.
The entry-level thematic analysis maps out the contents of analysed texts and
assigns them to particular discourses. The key analytical categories of thematic
analyses are discourse topics, which, ‘conceptually, summarize the text, and
specify its most important information’ (van Dijk, 1991, p. 113). The in-depth
analysis on the other hand, is primarily informed by the research questions and
consists of the analysis of the genre (e.g. TV interview, policy paper, election
poster, political speech or homepage), the macro-structure of the respective text,
discursive strategies of identity construction and of argumentation schemes, as well
as of other means of linguistic realisation (Krzyżanowski, 2010; Reisigl & Wodak,
2009; Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl, & Liebhart, 2009).

Most importantly, the DHA focuses on texts – be they audio, spoken, visual
and/or written – as they relate to structured knowledge (discourses), are realised
in specific genres, and must be viewed in terms of their situatedness. That is, 
many texts – including posters, speeches, comics, TV debates, postings and other
web 2.0 genres – owing to their inherent ambiguities as texts, cannot be fully
understood without considering different layers of context. Here, I follow a four-
level model of context that includes the historical development of the respective
political party (the socio-political/historical context), discussions which dominated
a specific debate/event (the current context), a specific text (text-internal co-text)
as well as intertextual and interdiscursive relations (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, 
pp. 40–41). The former two are of particular significance as they allow decon -
structing intertextual and interdiscursive relations, presuppositions, implicatures
and insinuations in the texts as arguments, topics and opinions as re-contextualised
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from other genres or public spheres. The terminological pair interdiscursivity/
intertextuality denotes the linkage between discourses and texts across time and
space – established via explicit or implicit references. If text elements are taken
out of their original context (de-contextualisation) and inserted into another (re-
contextualisation), a similar process occurs, forcing the element in question to
(partly) acquire new meaning(s) (Wodak, 2011a).

Second, the DHA views discourse as a set of ‘context-dependent semiotic
practices’ as well as ‘socially constituted and socially constitutive’, ‘related to a
macro-topic’ and ‘pluri-perspective’ that is linked to argumentation (Reisigl &
Wodak, 2009, p. 89). Third, positive self- and negative other-presentation is real -
ised via discursive strategies (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, pp. 45–90). Here, I primarily
focus on nomination (how events/objects/persons are referred to) and predication
(what characteristics are attributed to them). A paradigmatic case might be the
‘naming’ of a protagonist or an institution metonymically (pars pro toto), for
example Merkel for Germany, or as synecdoche (totum pro pars), for example the
EU for all individual EU organisations. The strategy of perspectivisation realises
the author’s involvement, for example, via deïxis, quotation marks, etc.

The DHA also draws on the concept of topos, apart from employing and
elaborating Toulmin’s model (2003) when appropriate.3 Kienpointner defines
topoi as ‘search formulas which tell you how and where to look for arguments.
At the same time, topoi are warrants which guarantee the transition from argu -
ment to conclusion’ (Kienpointner, 2011, p. 265).
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Argument Claim

Warrant / Conclusion rule

Figure 1.1 A simplified model of argumentation

Source: Kienpointner (1996, p. 75)

The DHA’s concept of topoi is based primarily on Wengeler (2003) and
Kienpointner (1996). When considering topoi, it becomes apparent that a logical
continuity exists, extending from the Aristotelian rhetorical topoi to the definitions
proposed in Kienpointner’s approach and the DHA (Wodak, 2015c). At this point,
it is important to emphasise that topoi are not necessarily fallacious. Many
examples below manifest flawed logic, but in particular contexts, arguments using
a specific topos could be right: topoi are thus – neutrally speaking – a useful shortcut
appealing to existing knowledge. Thus, the use of topoi in specific ways and contexts
(which are often very complex), what they ignore or sidestep, can be fallacious
and manipulative.4

In summary, the DHA focusses on ways in which power-dependent semiotic
means are used to construct positive self- and negative other-presentations (US
and THEM, the good people and the scapegoats, the pro and contra of the crisis
or any other topic/event). This also captures the ability to select specific events in



the flow of a narrative as well as increased opportunities to convey messages
through opening up space for ‘calculated ambivalence’ (Engel & Wodak, 2013).
The latter is defined as the phenomenon that one utterance carries at least two more-
or-less contradictory meanings, oriented towards at least two different audiences.
This not only increases the scope of the audience to, for example, the Austrian
people and international audiences, but also enables the speaker/writer to deny
any responsibility: after all, ‘it wasn’t meant that way’. Finally, the power of
discourse creates regimes of quasi ‘normality’ that is what is deemed ‘normal’,
for example, with regard to the political messages circulating during the financial
crisis in 2008 and the heated debates related to it.

The following analysis covers recent re-contextualisations and re-semiotisations
of extreme-right ideology in Austria. Specifically, I provide a cross-sectional
analysis of various fields of politics (party politics, part-affiliated organisations
and media) (Rheindorf & Wodak, 2018a). This allows tracing continuities not 
only historically but across fields, showing how extreme-right positions are 
re-contextualised from closed-door meetings, that is backstage politics (Wodak,
2014); as well as unofficial handbooks and pamphlets to election campaigns
(posters, speeches, TV debates i.e. frontstage politics). The advantage of such a
cross-sectional approach is that it reveals the intertextual links between party
politics and other discursive fields, sometimes evident and sometimes coded. This
may also be read as the penetration of extreme-right ideology into seemingly 
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Table 1.1 Selected list of content-related topoi in right-wing populist discourses

Topoi Warrant

Topos of advantage or If an action from a specific relevant point of view will be 
usefulness useful, then one should perform it

Topos of the people If the people want/do not want a specific action/policy,
then this action has to be implemented/rejected

Topos of uselessness or If one can anticipate that the prognosticated consequences 
disadvantage of a decision will not occur, then the decision has to be

rejected

Topos of threat or danger If there are specific dangers or threats, one should do
something to counter them

Topos of humanitarianism If a political action or decision does or does not conform to
human rights or humanitarian convictions and values, then
one should or should not make it

Topos of finance If a specific situation or action costs too much money or
causes a loss of revenue, one should perform actions that
diminish those costs or help to avoid/mitigate the loss

Topos of reality Because reality is as it is, a specific action/decision should
be taken/made

Topos of numbers If the numbers prove a specific topos, a specific action
should be taken/not carried out

Source: Wodak (2015a, p. 53)
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other fields (education, pop-culture, legislation and so forth) as part of an ongoing
process of ‘normalisation’. From the latter perspective, ‘normalisation’ describes
how specific marginalised ideologies are incorporated into the mainstream – 
not only of politics but of popular culture and other fields as well – through 
re-contextualisations and re-semiotisa tions, usually moving from backstage to
frontstage, and across fields as well as genres.

Re-contextualising extreme-right ideology: From closed-door
meetings over handbooks to election campaigns on frontstage

The backstage: Programmatic utterances and party programmes

Obviously, no public figure represents extreme-right ideology within the extreme
right Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) better than Johann Gudenus, head of the FPÖ’s
Vienna chapter and Deputy Mayor of Vienna since 2015.5 Gudenus studied law
in Vienna and Russian in Moscow, and also completed an MA at the Diplomatic
Academy of Vienna. He maintains excellent relations with Russia, opposes the
EU’s sanctions against Russia and also endorses an extremely sceptical stance
towards the EU. Gudenus (whose father was convicted of Holocaust denial) is well-
known as one of the authors of the FPÖ’s programmatic agenda; moreover, his
explicit racist, nativist, antisemitic and homophobic utterances on the backstage
of the party’s activities have frequently been leaked to the press and caused
scandals (Pollak, 2015).

Addressing closed publics, Gudenus has often voiced ideological positions 
in surprisingly explicit terms. This has included, for example, racial policies for
the so-called ‘purity of Europe’: ‘Europe is the cradle of the white race. We demand
a Europe-wide, coordinated policy for the family and reproduction, including a
commitment to the fact that Europe is white’.6 It has included defamation of
political opponents with antisemitic slurs: ‘If you mix red and green together, you
get yellow. And yellow is the colour of Judas, it is the colour of treachery’.7 And
it has included a denial of basic human rights (‘Asylum is not a human right’8) 
as well as homophobic, conspiracy theory-based projections of a doomed nation:
‘The powerful European lobby of homosexuals wants absolute equality for
homosexuals and lesbians. It is hard to imagine where all this will lead’.9 Due to
his high-ranking position in Austrian politics, Gudenus’ more public appearances
directly re-contextualise backstage agenda into frontstage performances and
policies. Should the FPÖ win the next Viennese election in 2019 (current opinion
polls put the party at 32 per cent), Gudenus may indeed become the next Mayor
of Vienna.

Gudenus’ utterances bear a strong similarity to the party-affiliated publication
For a Free Austria (Für ein freies Österreich), written by Michael Howanietz, a
local FPÖ politician. Albeit not officially party doctrine, the book also closely
mirrors the Handbook of FPÖ politics (Handbuch freiheitlicher Politik), drafted
by the party leadership to serve as an internal guideline for party function-
aries regarding key policy areas. The focus here is – just briefly – on the former
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publication as it constitutes a less constrained articulation of extreme-right
ideologies, free of the rhetorical limitations that even the FPÖ, as an established
party, largely has to follow in its frontstage politics (for more details, see Rheindorf
& Wodak, 2018a).

‘For a Free Austria’ is accompanied by endorsing forewords written by the
FPÖ’s chairman, Hans-Christian Strache, and vice-chairman, Norbert Hofer who
stood as candidate for Austrian President in 2016 (see below). The text defines
itself as a call for ‘an autonomous, independent country’ that is independent of
transnational organisations, international law, international economy and the
exchange of goods, which are all listed as ways in which Austria is being controlled
by others (Howanietz, 2013, p. 6). Significantly, the various argumentative strands
of the book – all ultimately intended to save Austria from an alleged immanent
doom – are linked to the extreme right’s constructions of the national body and
related nativist body politics (Musolff, 2010; Wodak, 2015a). In this way, the 
book calls for ‘an independent country that depends on its many existent strengths,
its nature, its infrastructure and the productive power of its people’ (Howanietz,
2013, p. 7).

The book relates this initial statement to arguments concerning the national 
body as ‘state territory’ and its ‘borders’, to the national body as ‘landscape and
nature’ and to the national body as ‘the core family’ and ‘procreation’. Indeed,
the call for ‘liberation’ from dependency is presented as a duty to ‘our children’,
in particular of men to their families: ‘We owe it to those who come after us, our
children’ (Howanietz, 2013). The book is also very clear about the link between
identity and the nation: ‘The nation, once the main carrier of identity, has been
replaced by societies and clubs and brands, weak prosthetics for the true belong-
ing of national identity’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 15). Such true belonging or 
‘Heimat’ supposedly still exists in the country and rural areas, manifest in higher
birth rates, working with your hands as in centuries past, hardy craftsmen and
‘timeless values’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 77). In this context, the author emphasises
the spiritual and biological link of a people to the soil, the ‘most sacred property
of the community’, that is the nation (Howanietz, 2013, p. 141). Equating soil and
blood, to protect this ‘eternal Heimat’ is thus to protect one’s true self (Howanietz,
2013, p. 137).10

In the apocalyptic worldview propagated throughout the book, migrants are
perceived as a threat precisely because they have stronger identities: their ‘assault’
or slow invasion to ‘demographically displace’ the Austrian people makes the latter
‘a species on the brink of extinction’ (Howanietz, 2013, pp. 19–20). To be modern,
to include women in the workforce, etc. is moreover seen as a form of ‘self-
demotion’ and ‘self-destruction’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 21). The battlefronts of this
struggle are many: ‘It starts with a few English terms, inappropriate concessions
to culturally foreign [kulturfremde] “neo-Austrians” and years with a low birth-
rate. Every unborn potential mother and father of the future accelerates the process
of self-annihilation’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 22). This, of course, links directly to
attacks on legal abortion (see below) and is elaborated in the FPÖ’s handbook.
Here, the argument is presented in the form of statistics, using the topos of
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numbers: with alleged ‘estimates of over 50,000 abortions per year’ as opposed
to ‘76,344 births in 2009 – that would mean that 4 out of 10 children are killed in
their mother’s womb. This would make the uterus the place with highest likelihood
of death in our country’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 160). Such an attack on women’s
rights is quite similar to US American Tea parties’ policies on abortion as
elaborated in Wodak (2015a, p. 151 ff.) and constructs any such woman as indeed
a murderer who is ‘killing a child’.

The gravest threat to the nation, however, is identified in an alleged decay-
ing national pride: Honour and loyalty to the community of the nation are seen as
the foundation for loyalty and faithfulness in the heterosexual relationship
(Howanietz, 2013, p. 31).11 This policy proposal makes those who would weaken
nationalism also conspirators against the family: ‘die Familienzerstörer’, des -
troyers of families (Howanietz, 2013, p. 32). The book uses hyperbole and
strawman fallacies to drive home this point: ‘Because we are still permitted,
without official permission, to have children and raise them as best we can.
Independent of ideological approaches that want to tear away children from their
parents immediately after birth’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 34). The alleged ‘conspiracy
to brainwash children and abolish natural genders’ is seen as the cause for women
wanting a career and financial independence, which in turn is seen as the cause
for ‘many young women misrepresenting the initially desired impregnation as
sexist harassment’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 118) and ignoring their ‘motherly brood
care instincts’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 119).

The other side of this gender politics is to denounce the ‘effeminate’ and
‘feminised’ modern man, biologically destined to be ‘provider and protector of
the family’ (Howanietz, 2013). Alternative gender constructions are constructed
as a dangerous leftist conspiracy to undermine masculine ideals, with a topos of
danger: ‘Sportsmen are the last remaining idols who may still be regarded as
“heroes”, since all other traditional ideals, such as the embodiment of soldierly
virtues, the ideals of chivalry, had to be sacrificed to the Zeitgeist’ (Howanietz,
2013, p. 35). Blame for this decay of traditional gender roles is placed on the 
left, feminists, civil society, NGOs, international organisations, corporations and,
most of all, the media, which the book presents metaphorically and fallaciously
as ‘weapons of mass destruction’ when it comes to destroying the ‘Volk’ (Rheindorf
& Wodak, 2018a). In this way, the ultimate Feindbild emerges: women and men
who have taken the post-war changes of traditional gender roles seriously and 
have adopted new life styles – integrating new family patterns, mobility, diversity,
career and shared child care. White male patriarchy is perceived as being at 
stake, simultaneously threatened by the alleged ‘invasion’ of the ‘cultural other’.
‘Fake media’ (and the German ‘Lügenpresse’ or ‘Systempresse’, terms heavily 
used in Nazi propaganda to discredit first the Weimar and then international 
press12) is a constitutive notion of the contemporary extreme right in Austria (and
elsewhere).

Comparing this inner weakness to the external threat identified as migrants, 
the book offers two alternative options for the future: the ‘true’ Austrian ‘Volk’
will, the FPÖ argues, either slowly degenerate and die off – all these threats 
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while employing the racist discourse about parasites , ‘eaten from the inside like
wasp larvae eat maggots’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 117); or current developments will
lead to a violent ‘civil war’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 121), thus triggering anxiety 
and uncertainty. The danger scenarios are manifold, fear and anger are evoked,
produced and reproduced, and the fallacious arguments are provided as legit -
imation. The author clearly prefers the latter, arguing that like any conflict it would
be ‘productive’ and ‘awaken potential’ (Howanietz, 2013, p. 113). Either way, he
concludes, ‘Europe will burn’.

Frontstage: The extreme-right in election campaigns

Since Heinz-Christian Strache took control of the FPÖ in 2005, frontstage activities
of the party – particularly in election campaigns and social media – have seen an
apparent softening of extreme-right positions and an increase of banal nationalism
(Billig, 1995): displaying the Austrian flag, singing the national anthem and
showing an abundance of other symbols of national pride.

As argued by Forchtner, Krzyżanowski, and Wodak (2013), the manifold
patterns of media communication and the clever and ubiquitous appropriation of
media agenda and frames employed in the recent success of populist right and
extreme-right parties cannot be dismissed or marginalised as a mere coincidence.
As Bos, van der Brug, and de Vreese (2010, p. 3) illustrate, successful right-wing
populist leaders have actually managed to achieve a delicate balance between, on
the one hand, appearing exceptional and populist, or anti-establishment, and, 
on the other, authoritative and legitimate; thus they counter the élites but do not
oppose the liberal democratic system per se. Frequently, this is achieved by
scandalisation (Wodak, 2013a, 2013b) or by what Albertazzi labels as ‘drama -
tisation’ that is ‘the need to generate tension in order to build up support for the
party . . . by denouncing the tragedies that would befall the community if it were
to be deprived of its defenses’ (2007, p. 335). Scandalisation also implies manifold
references to the allegedly charismatic leaders of such parties, who construct
themselves as knowledgeable saviours, problem solvers and crisis managers,
which may lead voters to have more confidence in the effectiveness of the politics
of the populist right-wing. The way the tension between extraordinariness and
being ‘one of us’ that is being ‘authentic’, was cleverly managed by former FPÖ
leader Jörg Haider on front stage and further developed by his successor, HC
Strache (as he is branded) in many different publics and genres,13 from TV
interviews to snippets caught on video while dancing in a disco, from pamphlets
and manifestos to posters and comic booklets, all of which are accessible on HC
Strache’s homepage14 and disseminated via Facebook.15

Following Alexander (2006), the symbolic dimension of ‘doing politics’ must
be understood as central to all efforts of a politician’s performance, in the media,
at election rallies, in parliament, at press conferences and so forth (Forchtner 
et al., 2013; Wodak, 2015a). Alexander also argues that these performances must
hook into the background culture, symbols, narratives and myths of the respective
society in order to be successful. In other words: if such symbolic practices are
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