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Preface 

This paper is a slightly revised version of a master’s thesis, originally submitted in fulfilment of the requirements 
for the degree in Media and Communication Studies. Minor adjustments have been made to improve clarity, 
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Abstract 

How do far-right populist leaders use gendered political communication, specifically the construction of 
gendered enemies and the performance of masculinity, to reinforce their authority and shape political 
realities? By examining this, this study aims to contribute both theoretical and practical insights into the 
communicative strategies of contemporary far-right populism, offering a critical lens for understanding 
how language, identity, and power are combined in the construction of political reality. The study draws 
on Ruth Wodak’s Discourse-Historical Approach, van Dijk’s Socio-Cognitive Model, Judith Butler’s theory 
of gender performativity, Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity, and Benjamin Moffitt’s framework 
of populism as political style and adopts a qualitative research design grounded in Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA). The study focuses on speeches by Donald Trump (Waco Rally, 2023), Viktor Orbán 
(Tusványos Speech, 2024), and Jair Bolsonaro (Independence Day, 2022). The findings reveal that far-
right populist leaders systematically construct enemies using rhetorical strategies of nomination, 
predication, and scapegoating. These enemies are often feminized, queered, or otherwise depicted as 
morally and culturally deviant, reinforcing a narrative of national crisis and cultural decline. At the same 
time, the leaders perform masculinity through language, posture, religious references, and emotional 
appeals that assert strength, protection, and control. The interaction between these elements is central 
to the affective and ideological appeal of far-right populist leadership, the more feminized and threatening 
the enemy, the more justified the leader’s authoritarian and masculine stance appears. 

Keywords: far-right populism, enemy construction, performative masculinity, discourse-historical 
approach, Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, Jair Bolsonaro, hegemonic masculinity 
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Introduction 

In recent years, the global political landscape has been marked by the rise of far-right populist leaders 

who challenge democratic norms, polarize public discourse, and position themselves as the sole 

defenders of “the people”, with defining characteristics including antagonistic rhetoric, authoritarianism, 

and hypermasculine leadership performances. Far-right populist figures often construct their identity and 

appeal through the construction of a clear dichotomy between "us" (the virtuous in-group) and "them" (a 

demonized out-group) (Mudde, 2004; Laclau, 2005; Wodak, 2015). Figures such as Donald Trump, Viktor 

Orbán, and Jair Bolsonaro have not only reshaped political agendas but also transformed the way 

leadership is performed and communicated. Central to their appeal is a combination of combative rhetoric, 

emotional storytelling, and highly visible displays of masculine authority. Their speeches frequently 

construct a sense of crisis, identify enemies within and outside the nation, and offer themselves as the 

only solution. At the centre of this rhetoric lies a gendered dimension, wherein masculinity, or rather its 

hegemonic and authoritarian form, is an essential tool for exercising superiority and legitimacy. While 

studies on far-right populism have explored issues such as nationalism, anti-immigration policies, and 

authoritarian tendencies, there remains a critical gap in understanding the performative aspects of their 

identity construction and its intersection with gender, particularly masculinity.  

Existing research has examined the discursive tactics of far-right populism, such as fear-mongering and 

scapegoating (Wodak, 2015), but it has not fully examined how these discourses are intertwined with the 

embodiment of performative masculinity. The projection of strength and dominance is often expressed in 

both verbal and non-verbal cues, reinforcing traditional gender norms and legitimizing exclusionary politics 

(Connell, 2005). This problematization highlights the need to move to a deeper analysis of far-right 

populism and to examine the construction of antagonism as a gendered phenomenon. In this way, we 

can identify the ways in which far-right populist leaders cultivate their image, unify their base, and maintain 

their influence, thereby contributing to broader discussions on the intersections of politics, rhetoric, and 

identity in contemporary society.  

This thesis examines the intersection of the construction of gendered enemies and the performative 

masculinity in far-right populist rhetoric. Drawing from Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), particularly the 

Discourse-Historical Approach (Wodak, 2015) and the Socio-Cognitive Approach (van Dijk, 2008), the 

study analyzes how political discourse is both linguistically constructed and performed. CDA is particularly 

suited for this research as it critically examines the relationship between language, power, and ideology 

in political communication (Fairclough, 1995). Furthermore, Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of gender 

performativity and Connell’s (2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity provide key frameworks to 

understand how gender is not a fixed identity but a performance, strategically used in political 

communication. Benjamin Moffitt’s (2016) conceptualization of populism as political style further informs 

the analysis by highlighting the performative and emotive dimensions of populist leadership.  

The analysis focuses on three case studies: Donald Trump’s campaign rally in Waco (2023), Viktor 

Orbán’s Tusványos speech (2023), and Jair Bolsonaro’s Independence Day speech (2022). These 

moments were chosen not only for their political significance but because they offer rich material for 

studying the interaction between rhetoric, gender, and leadership performance. By analyzing these cases, 
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this thesis aims to uncover common patterns and contextual cues in how far-right populist leaders use 

gendered political communication, specifically the construction of gendered enemies and the performance 

of masculinity, to reinforce their authority. 

 

1.1 Societal Relevance  

The societal relevance of this study is based on the widespread impact of far-right rhetoric on democratic 

institutions, public trust, and marginalized communities. The strategic use of gendered antagonism in 

political communication, framing LGBTQ+ rights, feminism, and progressive values as existential threats, 

has fuelled moral panics, policy rollbacks, and public hostility toward difference (Wodak, 2015). When it 

comes to people working in the media, educators, and policymakers, knowing the discursive strategies 

behind these narratives can help create effective counter strategies and advance an inclusive democratic 

discussion. 

Moreover, this issue is part of a broader movement that exploits societal anxieties and gender norms to 

generate support and consolidate power. Organizations working in human rights advocacy, political 

communication, education, and democratic reform face the challenge of addressing not only 

misinformation and populist messaging, but also the deeper ideological structures that enable such 

rhetoric to thrive. Thus, this thesis provides important insights into how far-right leaders use media 

performances to shape public discourse, weaponize masculinity, and construct political enemies.   

 

1.2 Academic Relevance  

From an academic perspective, this study addresses a crucial gap at the intersection of populism studies, 

gender theory, and media and communication research. This thesis builds on existing research by 

engaging with the work of Judith Butler on performativity, Connell on hegemonic masculinity, and Wodak 

and Van Dijk on critical discourse analysis of political communication. While each of these frameworks 

has been applied in isolation on the rise of the far-right and populism and the masculinity performances 

in politics, few studies bring them into a combined analysis of far-right populist leadership.   

This thesis contributes to the field in three significant ways. Firstly, by examining speeches from three 

prominent populist leaders, the study identifies recurring patterns in the rhetorical construction of 

gendered enemies and the performance of hypermasculinity. These patterns reveal features that can be 

generalized of far-right populist communication that go beyond national contexts. Secondly, the research 

engages directly with ongoing academic conversations about populist discourse, political masculinity, and 

media performance, while extending existing frameworks to address gender as a central, rather than 

peripheral, dimension of authoritarian populism. Finally, the thesis introduces an integrated framework 

combining the Discourse-Historical Approach (Wodak), the Socio-Cognitive Approach (Van Dijk), and 

gender performativity theory (Butler) to analyze the performative and symbolic dimensions of far-right 
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populism. This interdisciplinary approach offers new methodological tools and theoretical insights for 

researchers in Media and Communication Studies.  

 

1.3 Aim and Research Questions  

The research problem can thus be expressed as follows: How do far-right populist leaders use gendered 

political communication, specifically the construction of gendered enemies and the performance of 

masculinity, to reinforce their authority and shape political realities? The study addresses this through 

three research questions:  

• RQ1: How are rhetorical strategies used to construct the enemy in far-right populist discourse?  

• RQ2: How do far-right populist leaders perform masculinity as part of their political 

communication?  

• RQ3: How do these two elements interact in shaping far-right populist leadership?  

By answering these questions, this thesis aims to contribute both theoretical and practical insights into 

the communicative strategies of contemporary far-right populism, offering a critical lens for understanding 

how language, identity, and power are combined in the construction of political reality.  
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2. Background 

2.1 Defining Populism  

As a concept, populism is a rather vague understanding of democracy, emphasizing plebiscitary direct 

democratic elements over a representative indirect democratic structure (Pelinka, 2013). A popular 

definition of ‘populism’ has been provided by Mudde (2004) as an ideology 

 that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic 

 groups – ‘the pure people’ versus the ‘corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an 

expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people. Populist movements often portray the 

political landscape as a dichotomy between the virtuous "ordinary citizens" and a corrupt or out-of-touch 

elite. Another definition argues that populism is an anti-establishment and anti-political vision, where the 

elite is said to ignore the homeland and the ‘pureness’ and anxieties of the people (Bos and Brants, 2014). 

In the absence of one and uncontested definition of populism, we understand populism as comprising 

certain key elements. Jagers and Walgrave (2007) claim that populism (1) always refers to the people 

and justifies its actions by appealing to and identifying with the people; (2) it is rooted in anti-elite feelings; 

and (3) it considers the people as a monolithic group without internal differences except for some very 

specific categories who are subject to an exclusion strategy. Additionally, Taggart (2004) gives populism 

six characteristics: populist parties or actors as hostile towards representative politics, referring to a 

heartland, lacking core values, perceiving a crisis, and self-limiting and chameleonic. Key defining 

features of populism also include a charismatic leader who claims to embody the will of the people and 

who uses emotionally charged rhetoric. This rhetorical style is intended to create a sense of proximity 

between the candidate and the audience and often equates with a covert form of anti-intellectualism, a 

‘denial of expert knowledge, and the championing of common sense’ (Moffitt and Tormey, 2014). 

Populism per se is not directed against democracy. The term has become a synonym for far-right 

tendencies that claim they are not anti-democratic, but represent the true understanding of democracy 

(Pelinka, 2017). Populists use a transgressive rhetorical style that allows them to portray themselves as 

‘authentic’ outsiders, and that is often direct, emotional and indelicate (Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016). 

Any kind of populism directed against an ethnically and/or nationally and/or religiously defined ‘other’ can 

be seen as Right-wing. Left-wing populism does exist, but by definition it is not ethnically exclusive 

(Pelinka, 2013). Right-wing populism typically possesses a strong thread of nationalist ideologies and is 

legitimized in strategies of ‘othering’, constructions of us and them and discourses of crisis and fear 

(Mudde 2007; Wodak 2015). They advance a racialized, nativist view of the ‘people’ that perceives 

cultural, religious, linguistic and racial minorities as threatening (Canovan, 1999; Mudde and Kaltwasser, 

2013). The step from ‘the nation’ to ‘the people’ is easily taken, and the distinction between the two is 

often far from clear (Mudde, 2004). Additionally, emotional appeals and exaggerations are common in 

order to create a politics of fear and anger, as are crass simplifications both of problems and solutions 

(Wodak, 2015). Common sense will simply dictate how to address any situation, thus political compromise 

is unnecessary and weak. 

According to Wodak (2015) no consensus exists on whether far-right populism counts as an ideology (thin 

or thick). However, three recurring and central concepts can be generally used to characterize this 
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phenomenon: the notion of ‘the ‘people’ or the ‘pure’ community  referring to the anachronistic conceptual 

metaphor of ‘nation as a body’ (Musolff, 2010), the antagonism towards the ‘others’, among them ‘elites’, 

minorities or immigrants where the ‘other’ is excluded and demonized (Wodak, 2015), and the 

incorporation of the distancing dynamic (Reisigl, 2013) where the antagonistic relationship between ‘the 

people’ and the (dangerous) ‘others’ is sustained (Wodak, 2015). Defining populism in this thesis is not 

just a theoretical exercise, it is essential for ensuring conceptual clarity, differentiating it from other political 

movements, and providing a structured framework for the analysis. Additionally, many far-right leaders 

started with right-wing populist rhetoric but gradually incorporated far-right elements (Mudde, 2019), thus 

defining right-wing populism provides the analytical groundwork to trace the discursive and ideological 

shifts that lead to far-right populism (Traverso, 2019).  

  

2.2 Authoritarian Right-Wing Populism as Masculinist Identity Politics  

A vital element of the Far-Right movement includes the aspiration of a more authoritarian reformulation 
of institutions instead of a total (anthropological and social) revolution (Camus and Lebourg, 2017). The 
term authoritarianism refers to a political orientation and style that emphasizes obedience to authority, 
conformity, and the subordination of individual freedoms to order and hierarchy (Altemeyer, 1996). In the 
context of Far-Right populism, authoritarianism often appears less as a formal system of government and 
more as a communicative practice, expressed in the leader’s rhetoric and performance. Populist leaders 
frequently adopt authoritarian values to justify exclusionary policies and present themselves as protectors 
of “the people” against internal and external threats (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017). In this study, 
authoritarian values are examined as they emerge in discursive and performative practices. Trump, 
Bolsonaro, and Orbán repeatedly frame their opponents as lawless, deviant, or corrupt, while presenting 
themselves as strong, masculine figures who embody order and discipline. 

The integration of the authoritarian Right-wing populism theories allows for a deeper understanding of the 
Far-Right rhetoric. Birgit Sauer (2020) argues that authoritarian right-wing populism is deeply intertwined 
with masculinist identity politics, wherein traditional notions of masculinity are central to the construction 
of political legitimacy, social order, and national identity. Masculinity is made to mean strength, heroism, 
and dominance (Tebaldi and Burnett, 2025). Affective masculinist identity politics promises to compensate 
the loss of traditional masculinist power positions and gender relations (Strick, 2018). This aligns with 
Connell’s (2005) theory of hegemonic masculinity, which explains how a dominant form of masculinity 
maintains social hierarchies, often by marginalizing both subordinate masculinities and femininities. 
Hegemonic masculinity in contemporary Western society valorises traits in men such as stoicism, physical 
prowess, bread-winning ability, heterosexuality, and the accompanying discreditation of women, feminine 
men, and feminine-coded behaviours and objects, and the ability to use violence (Connell 2005; 
Messerschmidt 2018). Male supremacy and female submission are similarly reimagined as stigmatized 
truths that must be rescued from the screaming feminists of the hegemonic left (Tebaldi and Burnett, 
2025). By embodying these traits, right-wing actors narrate themselves as embattled but not as decisively 
victimized; they are underdog soldiers and unsung heroes whose defence of difficult truths makes them 
the heroes we have been waiting for—the ones we need, the ones we want to be (Tebaldi and Burnett, 
2025).  
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One of the key aspects of Sauer’s analysis is how right-wing populism constructs “the enemy” through a 

gendered lens. The perceived opponents of right-wing populism such as feminists, LGBTQ+ activists, and 

progressive political figures are framed as forces that undermine traditional masculinity and the stability 

of the nation. Feminism, in particular, is portrayed as a destructive ideology that weakens men, disrupts 

family structures, and erodes national values (Sauer, 2019). Similarly, immigration is often discussed in 

gendered and racialized terms, with right-wing populists depicting migrants, especially from non-Western 

countries, as hypermasculine threats who endanger “native” women and destabilize Western societies 

(Fangen & Lichtenberg, 2021). Hence, the empty signifier ‘gender’ becomes a catalyst in the movement 

of a masculinist identity politics to restore traditional gender regimes but also to push forward an anti-

democratic project (Sauer, 2020). 

  

Furthermore, Sauer (2020) links masculinist identity politics to authoritarian governance, arguing that 

right-wing populists use gendered narratives to justify anti-democratic measures. By presenting liberal 

democracy as overly bureaucratic, feminized, and incapable of dealing with crises, these movements 

advocate for strongman rule that prioritizes action over deliberation, control over consensus. Male 

supremacy is the hard truth everybody has to swallow, and a male develops his manhood by heroically 

defending this “truth,” which becomes more and more obvious the more opposition he faces (Tebaldi and 

Burnett, 2025). The radical right actively engages in ongoing gender struggles, in transformations of 

gender relations, in order to transform liberal democracies and to push towards a new hegemonic project 

(Sauer, 2019).  
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

3.1 The enemy as an essential populist construct  

Carl Schmitt (1932) argues in The Concept of the Political that the distinction between friend and enemy 

is the defining feature of politics. For Schmitt, political identity is constructed through antagonism, where 

a group defines itself by opposing an external enemy. The enemy is not necessarily an individual or even 

a group with different ideas, but rather a force labelled as existentially threatening. For Right-wing 

populists, this enemy can have several faces such as moral enemies where progressive values, 

multiculturalism, and political correctness are depicted as cultural decay. Far-Right rhetoric borrows from 

Schmitt’s framework by positioning the enemy as an existential danger that must be defeated rather than 

negotiated with. This justification underlies calls for strong, often authoritarian governance, suppressing 

dissent in the name of protecting "the people" (Ekström and Patrona, 2024). 

Ernesto Laclau (2005) conceptualizes populism as a political logic centered on the formation of a 

collective identity through antagonism. According to Laclau (2005), populist discourse is structured around 

the division of society into two opposing camps: "the people" vs. "the elite" or "the enemy". Populism starts 

from an understanding of ‘the people’ as a given factor. The weakness is the lack of a clear understanding 

of ‘the people’: who is part of it? and who is not? (Pelinka, 2013). Ernesto Laclau introduces the concept 

of the empty signifier as a central element of his theory of populism in On Populist Reason (2005). The 

term refers to a symbolic term or idea that unifies diverse demands and identities by being flexible and 

open to multiple interpretations. Laclau associated the notion of empty signifier with the antagonistic other 

(Zicman de Barros, 2025). An empty signifier is powerful because it means everything and nothing at the 

same time, allowing it to be a rallying point for diverse groups while remaining strategically ambiguous. 

The people is a totally artificial identity, an empty signifier that is ungrounded in the structure of society 

and based exclusively on the ability of a leader (and his intellectuals) to exploit the dissatisfaction of a 

variety of groups, and to mobilize the will of the masses whose claims are unheard by the existing political 

parties and thus lack adequate representation (Urbinati, 2019). Each group can find in the antagonistic 

other a well-suited almost customized reason to despise and oppose it (Žižek, 2008). The Far-Right 

amplifies this division by employing an empty signifier, a broad and flexible notion of "the people", that 

allows for multiple grievances to be unified against a common threat. 

Populist leaders who stoke the enthusiasm of the crowd rely on an identification of sameness among its 

members and incite suspicion of those who might question the message, who might not be properly loyal 

or who might be susceptible to the “contamination” of others (Mostov, 2021). They typically adopt a 

rhetoric and governing style that challenges the authority, neutrality and expertise of traditional 

establishment elites (Agius et al., 2020). Right-wing populism constructs its political identity through the 

identification of multiple "enemies", which serve as essential antagonistic figures to mobilize support and 

justify exclusionary policies. These enemies typically fall into three broad categories: political elites, 

marginalized groups, and foreign threats. These anti-globalization, anti-diversity and anti-immigration 

discourses and narratives evolve around emotive constructions of ‘the people’ and ‘the nation’, often 
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exhibited in imagined shared traumas and notions of (good old) times of unity and resilience (Agius et al., 

2020). 

The gendered dimension of these nostalgic narratives is confronted by, as well as dependent on, various 

narratives of modernity (Agius et al., 2020). The control of female sexuality, bodies and reproduction is 

crucial to nationalism (Agius et al., 2020) and thus, to Right-Wing populism. Additionally, proper gender 

roles are essential to the nationalist narratives of populist imaginaries, fuelled by resentment at the 

demeaning roles left to beleaguered members of the “should-be dominant nation” by condescending elites 

or corrupt politicians (Mostov, 2021). 

The Far-Right populism is intrinsically fluid in form and content (Krzyżanowski and Ekström, 2022). 

However, it seems to employ the antagonistic rhetoric as the process of constructing an enemy is essential 

for the mobilization of populist movements. For the far-right, the enemy is often framed as an existential 

threat to national identity, security, and traditional values. The enemies might take many forms including 

feminists and LGBTQ+ movements which are framed as undermining "natural" gender roles. The 

juxtaposition of LGBTQ+ persons to 'nature' and 'normality' stigmatizes these groups as 'others' of society 

and of civilization and constructs ‘the people’ as a heterosexual group (Mayer et al., 2016). Laclau’s theory 

of populism and Schmitt’s concept of the political enemy underline that far-right antagonistic rhetoric is 

not incidental but fundamental to its political strategy. The construction of the enemy serves multiple 

functions: it unifies a heterogeneous base, legitimizes authoritarianism, and fosters a sense of existential 

urgency (Wodak, 2015).  

 

3.2 The language of populist antagonism  

Murray Edelman (1988) argues that political language is not merely descriptive but constructs political 

reality by shaping public perceptions of crises, enemies, and threats. According to Edelman (1998), the 

language of political leaders is instrumental in generating emotions such as fear and resentment, 

reinforcing narratives of victimization, and rallying support for exclusionary policies. In Far-Right populism, 

this manifests through the use of emotionally charged symbols and slogans (e.g., "Make America Great 

Again," "Take Back Control") that create a nostalgic, exclusionary vision of the nation along with 

presenting multiculturalism, and progressive social changes as urgent crises that require drastic action 

using a rhetoric of crisis and fear (Wodak, 2015). Additionally, the demonization of the other is employed, 

labelling feminists as "destroyers of family values" to unify the in-group. Presenting the enemy/Other as 

an indistinguishable mass is an essential strategy in the process of enemy fabrication (Steuter and Wills, 

2009). As argued by Murray Edelman in his seminal book The Symbolic Uses of Politics (1985), crises 

are promoted to serve the interests of political leaders and other interest groups who will most certainly 

benefit from such definitions. 

Ruth Wodak’s discourse-historical approach to right-wing populism (2015) provides a framework for 

analysing how language is used to construct social and political realities. As mentioned above, central to 

far-right populist rhetoric is the dichotomization of society into “us” and “them”, where “the people” are 

portrayed as victims of corrupt elites, immigrants, or other marginalized groups (Ekström and Patrona, 
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2024). The enemy – the foreigner, the foreign culture – has already succeeded in breaking into the fortress 

of the nation state, someone must be responsible (Pelinka, 2013). Right-wing populist parties seem to 

offer simple and clear-cut answers to all the fears and challenges mentioned above, by constructing 

scapegoats and enemies – ‘Others’ which are to blame for our current woes – and by frequently tapping 

into traditional collective stereotypes and images of the enemy (Wodak, 2015). Additionally, right-wing 

populism usually correlates with anti-intellectualism. Appeals to common-sense and traditional 

(conservative) values linked to aggressive exclusionary rhetoric are performed and instrumentalized 

almost ‘perfectly’ by populist politicians (Wodak, 2015). 

Wodak (2015) identifies several rhetorical and linguistic strategies that Far-Right populists employ to 

shape public opinion and legitimize their agendas. Scapegoating is a tool for the propagation of far-right 

populism. It creates a justification for the creation of outsiders and for the hate speech and prejudice then 

directed against them (Muller, 2021). Wodak (2015) argues that this strategy is often accompanied by 

victim-perpetrator reversal, where dominant groups (e.g., the national majority) are portrayed as under 

attack by the very groups they marginalize. Promotion of the gender order as a social construct is 

presented as an artificial, totalitarian project that is politically forced on ‘normal’ people (Fangen & 

Lichtenberg, 2021). For example, the IBD (German Identitarian Movement) regards heterosexual 

marriage as the ‘germ cell of the family and society’, as it ensures the creation of new life and it presents 

same-sex marriage as ‘an attack on the family’, as it destroys family and marriage (Fangen & Lichtenberg, 

2021).  

Fear-mongering plays a significant role in far-right rhetoric, with frequent references to a supposed 

“gender crisis,” moral decay, and the erosion of traditional family values. The strategic use of fear creates 

a sense of urgency that drives individuals toward reactionary politics (Wodak, 2015). Additionally, binary, 

patriarchal gender regimes as well as the complementary gender roles of women as caregivers and men 

as breadwinners in an allegedly natural, patriarchal family are at the core of the populist radical Right’s 

defence of the purity of the national community (Donà, 2021). This longing for an imagined past helps 

construct a vision of a future that excludes those deemed as outsiders or threats. 

Another essential tool in the symbolic construction of "the people", "the enemy", is nomination. Nomination 

is the linguistic act of labelling social actors, groups, institutions, or events, thereby producing distinct 

social identities (Wodak, 2015). Through nomination, far-right populist rhetoric draws the boundaries of 

inclusion and exclusion, defining who belongs and who does not. Uses of nomination in far-right discourse 

include construction of an in-group (“the people”, “the nation”, “true patriots”) with positively connoted 

descriptors and an out-group (“illegal migrants,” “Islamists,” “liberal elites”) using fear-inducing terms 

(Reisigl & Wodak, 2015).  

Finally, predication is also a rhetorical tool used in Far-Right rhetoric. Predication involves the assignment 

of qualities, characteristics, or actions to the actors or entities defined through nomination (Wodak, 2015; 

Reisigl & Wodak, 2001). While nomination answers who is being talked about, predication addresses 

what is being said about them. The in-group is positively valorized (e.g., “honest”, “hardworking”, “law-

abiding”), while the out-group gets dehumanized or vilified (e.g., “violent”, “lazy”, “uncivilized”, 

“dangerous”). By naming the enemy (nomination) and ascribing threatening or immoral traits (predication), 
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Far-Right discourse creates a simplified moral binary of "us vs. them" (Wodak, 2015). This binary 

legitimizes political agendas that range from anti-immigration laws to gender-normative cultural policies. 

 

3.3 Performative masculinity and the Politics of power  

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, as outlined in Gender Trouble (1990) and later expanded 

in Undoing Gender (2004) argues that gender is not an innate characteristic but is instead a socially 

constructed performance, maintained through repeated actions, language, and societal norms. 

“Masculine” norms are associated with emotionlessness, strength, and epistemic power; the bad boys’ 

mundane epistemic dominance, produced by “saying it like it is,” is in implicit contrast to feminized 

language, which is seen as vacillating, evasive, emotional, and unclear (Tebaldi and Burnett, 2025). 

Gender performances in non-theatrical contexts are governed by more clearly punitive and regulatory 

social conventions (Butler, 1990)    

The emergence of (right-wing) populist leaders is supported by the notion that charisma is strongly 

associated with a masculine leadership style and contains the framing of predominantly masculine 

attributes such as a personality cult, strength, directness, firmness and authoritarianism (Meret, 2015). 

Additionally, mainstream ideas of masculinity are embedded in far-right narratives: the man as protector 

(of the race and nation), as physically strong, as capable of violence, as responsible for the wellbeing of 

his family (Frenguelli, 2024). In this context, masculine performativity is weaponized as a political tool, 

with leaders positioning themselves as hyper-masculine figures defending the nation from both internal 

and external threats (Frenguelli, 2024). Understanding performative masculinity in this context helps 

explain why far-right populist leaders prioritize hypermasculine rhetoric and behaviour, as well as the 

broader societal anxieties that fuel their support. 

One key feature of performative masculinity is the reliance on ritualized displays of strength and authority. 

The archetype of the “tough guy,” who has the initiative and courage to make tough decisions, advocates 

a legitimate use of violence while showing his own courage and manhood, and exhibits his “active 

heterosexuality” through libidinous behaviours toward women (Eksi and Wood, 2019; Smith and Higgins, 

2020;). Muscular macho populism over a style of political engagement that had come to be discredited as 

weak and feminised (Smith and Higgins, 2020). By repeatedly enacting these behaviours in public, they 

normalize a hypermasculine style of leadership, positioning themselves as the only viable alternative to 

what they frame as weak, feminized, or bureaucratic political elites.  

Another critical aspect of performative masculinity is its dependence on exclusionary and hierarchical 

structures. Butler’s theory (1990) suggests that gender identity is not simply performed in isolation but is 

constructed in relation to others, often by contrasting oneself against feminized or marginalized groups. 

In society, masculine dominance over women and other nonhegemonic (subordinated) masculinities, 

favoured by patriarchy, is perpetrated through cultural and institutional persuasion and homophobia 

(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Additionally, in right-wing populism, sexuality is informative in 

constructing and reinforcing (hegemonic) masculinity as well as instrumental in the effeminization of 

others (i.e., by questioning heterosexuality) to disqualify them from the political arena (Linders et al., 
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2023). Masculinity is used as a purposeful rhetorical device to degrade enemies and is proposed as an 

answer to restore order in opposition to a rapidly changing society (Mellström, 2016).  

A third feature of performative masculinity is its adaptability to crisis narratives and militarized discourse.  

Right-wing populist leaders strategically trigger fear through their discourses and then offer stability and 

security to people who, in already uncertain circumstances, real or perceived, feel threatened by 

otherness and struggle to accept social changes prompted on the one hand by migration, which alters the 

texture of a traditional national identity (Wodak, 2015). This tendency to rely on politicians embodying a 

strong, authoritarian model of masculinity is caused by a pervasive feeling of uncertainty and instability, 

mainly due to the worsening of socio-economic conditions (Di Silvestro and Venuti, 2021). Additionally, 

war metaphors are a commonplace in American political discourses (War on Drugs, War on COVID), and 

they are used to make gender performances into battles in the war to preserve heteropatriarchy (Tebaldi 

and Burnett, 2025).  

Lastly, another feature that has been identified is the fragility and anxiety embedded within performative 

masculinity.  Men are under constant pressure to conform to dominant ideas of what it means to be a 

“man.” If they fail to do so, they risk losing recognition and, therefore, their status (Avidad, 2025). Men 

who do not fulfil this socially dominant role experience social discredit and feelings of inadequacy, which 

they often try to mitigate by adopting practices that reinforce their masculine identity (Bourdieu, 1991). 

This explains why right-wing populists react defensively and aggressively to challenges that threaten their 

masculine image. Similarly, DiMuccio and Knowles (2021) suggested that men who feel insecure about 

their masculinity try to prove their manhood by supporting tough political stances and leaders, such as 

Donald Trump. 

3.4 Political Style and Performance  

According to Moffitt (2016), populism should not be understood solely as an ideology or political strategy, 

but also as a set of performative practices that construct and communicate the populist leader’s identity. 

Moffitt (2016) emphasizes the embodied and media-mediated nature of these performances, where the 

leader’s persona is carefully crafted through mediated appearances to convey authenticity and crisis 

management. Far-right populist leaders like Trump, Bolsonaro, and Orbán actively cultivate a rugged, 

authentic persona through gestures, language, emotional tone, and visual symbolism (Moffitt, 2016). Their 

public appearances often display hypermasculine traits such as aggression, resilience, and decisiveness, 

which reinforce their authority and legitimacy among followers (Connell, 2005; Wodak, 2015). This 

theatrical performance of masculinity is not incidental, but a deliberate political practice designed to 

resonate affectively with audiences who feel alienated by traditional political elites (Moffitt, 2016; Butler, 

1990). Thus, Moffitt’s framework highlights how the staging of leadership, emotional displays, and 

audience engagement are central to the construction of populist authority. In the context of this thesis, 

Moffitt’s theory allows for a deeper understanding of how far-right leaders mobilize gendered 

performances to gain loyalty and construct gendered enemies through stylized communication. 
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4. Methodology 
 

4.1 Research Design and Choice of Methods  

The aim of this thesis is to analyze how do far-right populist leaders use gendered political communication, 

specifically the construction of gendered enemies and the performance of masculinity, to reinforce their 

authority and shape political realities. The study addresses this through three research questions:  

• RQ1: How are rhetorical strategies used to construct the enemy in far-right populist discourse?  

• RQ2: How do Far-Right populist leaders perform masculinity as part of their political 

communication?  

• RQ3: How do these two elements interact in shaping far-right populist leadership?  

 This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), with a 

specific focus on the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) developed by Wodak (2015). The analytical 

framework is further informed by Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity, Connell’s (2005) 

concept of hegemonic masculinity, and Moffitt’s (2016) concept of populism as a political style. These 

theoretical perspectives collectively support an understanding of discourse not only as a linguistic 

structure but also as a performative and ideological act, reflecting and constituting power relations, 

especially regarding gender. 

4.2 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)  

CDA is used to refer to the critical linguistic approach of researchers who find the larger discursive unit of 

text to be the basic unit of communication. This research specifically considers institutional, political, 

gender and media discourses (in the broadest sense) which testify to more or less overt relations of 

struggle and conflict (Wodak, 2001). CDA makes it possible to analyse pressures from above and 

possibilities of resistance to unequal power relationships that appear as societal conventions (Wodak, 

2001). In right-wing populism, this can manifest through antagonistic rhetoric, scapegoating, and crisis 

narratives, where populist right-wing parties endorse exclusionary chauvinistic and nativist ideologies 

within national and/or regional domains (Pelinka, 2013). CDA is useful in disclosing the discursive nature 

of much contemporary social and cultural change (Fairclough, 1999). By identifying these rhetorical 

strategies, CDA shows how right-wing populism actively constructs reality, influencing public opinion and 

shaping political decision-making. This analytical tool is crucial in identifying how populist leaders cultivate 

fear, generate resentment, and sustain authoritarian tendencies through the strategic use of language. 

 

4.2.1 Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) 

The discourse-historical approach (DHA) belongs in the broadly defined field of critical discourse studies 

(CDS), or also critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, 2009; Wodak, 2011, 2013). Texts 
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are often sites of social struggle in that they manifest traces of differing ideological fights for dominance 

and hegemony, and DHA focuses on the ways in which linguistic and other semiotic practices mediate 

and reproduce ideology in a range of social institutions (Wodak, 2015). DHA provides a comprehensive 

framework for analysing far-right populist rhetoric by examining how political discourse constructs 

identities, enacts power relations, and mobilizes exclusionary narratives. DHA is particularly useful for 

understanding the construction of the enemy in far-right populism, as it identifies how marginalized groups 

or political elites are systematically framed as existential threats. Wodak (2015) identifies key discursive 

strategies, including scapegoating, victim-perpetrator reversal, and crisis narratives, which far-right 

populist figures use to justify exclusionary policies and reinforce nationalistic and masculinist identities. A 

central feature of DHA is its emphasis on historical intertextuality (Wodak, 2015), meaning that far-right 

populists often revive past nationalist, authoritarian, or patriarchal narratives to lend legitimacy to their 

contemporary rhetoric. For example, references to a “golden past” or a lost national identity serve to 

construct a dichotomy between the "pure" people and the "corrupt" enemy, reinforcing hierarchical gender 

and power structures (Menke and Wulf, 2021). By applying DHA, this study will analyse how far-right 

populist leaders perform masculinity and use antagonistic rhetoric across various political and media 

platforms, linking their discourse to broader ideological and historical traditions. 

4.2.2 Socio-Cognitive Approach (SCA)  

 Teun A. van Dijk's Socio-Cognitive Approach (SCA) to discourse analysis provides a necessary 

framework for understanding how right-wing populist leaders create and construct antagonistic rhetoric 

from social and cognitive processes. Unlike purely textual or historicized discourse analyses, SCA 

prioritizes mental models, ideology, and social cognition in establishing and reproducing political 

discourse (Van Dijk, 1998). Van Dijk (1998, 2008) argues that discourse works as a bridge between 

cognition at the individual level and structures at the societal level insofar as far-right populists use 

rhetorical devices to influence public opinion, solidify group identities, and legitimize exclusionary policies. 

Among the key characteristics of SCA is the "us vs. them" binary, through which populist leaders present 

themselves as the representatives of "the people" and condemn their enemies, immigrants, feminists, 

leftists, or global elites, as existential threats. By including SCA in the theoretical framework, this thesis 

will examine the degree to which right-wing populist leaders Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, and Jair 

Bolsonaro use language in the creation of enemies, mobilization of followers, and validation of hegemonic 

masculinity as part of their political identity. 

 

4.3 Sampling Procedure  

The selection of Donald Trump (United States), Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil), and Viktor Orbán (Hungary) as 

case studies in this thesis was guided by both their relevance to the thematic focus and their 

representativeness of key dynamics within contemporary far-right populist leadership. These leaders 

embody core traits associated with the global rise of right-wing populism, including enemy construction in 

political communication, anti-elitism, nationalism, and the performative use of hypermasculinity (Mudde & 

Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017; Moffitt, 2016). 
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4.3.1 Donald Trump (United States)  
 

Donald J. Trump, the 45th and 47th President of the United States (2017–now), is not always officially 

classified as a far-right leader in academic literature. However, his political communication, rhetorical 

strategies, and identity performance consistently entail key features of far-right populism. Trump’s political 

rise is characterized by a rejection of liberal democratic norms, the demonization of political opponents 

and minorities, and the crafting of culturally driven wars that are perpetually depicted in terms of crises. 

His aggressive media style and emotionally charged public performances present him as a warrior for 

“the people” against corrupt elites and external threats (Moffitt, 2016; Wodak, 2015). While operating 

within the framework of mainstream party politics, Trump normalizes many of the discursive strategies 

associated with far-right authoritarian populism, particularly through his promotion of gendered enemies 

and performative crisis leadership.  

 

4.3.2 Viktor Orbán (Hungary)  
 

Viktor Orbán, Hungary’s Prime Minister since 2010 (also from 1998–2002), is a leading figure of European 

radical Right-wing populism. His populist rhetoric frequently promotes Christian-nationalist values, anti-

immigrant sentiment, and the defence of “traditional family” structures against liberal, cosmopolitan elites 

(Wodak, 2015; Mudde, 2007). Orbán’s discourse constructs gender and sexuality as existential threats 

for national survival, targeting LGBTQ+ rights and progressive ideologies as external impositions. Drawing 

on the language of national crisis, he uses religious, paternal, and moral authority to legitimize 

authoritarian reforms (Farris, 2017; Sauer, 2020). 

 

4.3.3 Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil)  
 

Jair Bolsonaro, President of Brazil from 2019 to 2022, represents a Latin American expression of Far-

Right populism based on religion and militarized governance. Bolsonaro frames his leadership as a divine 

mission, aligning masculinity with religious conviction, family protection, and anti-leftist aggression (Sauer, 

2017; Moffitt, 2016). His rhetoric valorizes toughness, authority, and moral clarity, often through 

performative hostility toward feminists, LGBTQ+ groups, and political institutions. Bolsonaro’s political 

communication relies heavily on Christian nationalist language and symbolic enactments of fatherhood 

and warrior masculinity. 

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select speeches that exemplify the thematic concerns -

enemy construction and performative masculinity- of the study. The selected speeches are: 

• Donald Trump’s 2023 campaign rally in Waco, Texas; 

• Viktor Orbán’s 2024 Tusványos speech in Băile Tușnad, Romania; and 

• Jair Bolsonaro’s 2022 Independence Day speech in Brasília, Brazil. 
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These speeches were chosen due to their political salience and wide dissemination, dating from 2022 to 

2024. They represent moments where masculinity, nationalism, and political antagonism intersect in far-

right populist discourse. 

4.4 Data Collection  

Primary data were collected from verified sources, including official campaign websites, national news 

agencies (e.g., Reuters, AP News, BBC), and verified video platforms such as YouTube.  

Supplementary materials, such as press releases, fact-checking reports, and media commentary, were 

gathered to contextualize each speech. 

4.5 Data Processing  

The data for this study consisted of public speeches delivered by Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, and Jair 

Bolsonaro during key political events between 2022 and 2024. These speeches were selected based on 

their thematic relevance to the study’s focus on gendered enemy construction and performative 

masculinity in far-right populist rhetoric.  

Once collected, each speech was transcribed and segmented for qualitative analysis. The data were 

organized chronologically and thematically by leader and event to facilitate systematic reading. Non-

verbal aspects, such as tone, physical gestures, and crowd interaction, were documented through 

observational notes and time-stamped alongside the transcripts. This allowed for the inclusion of 

embodied elements of political performance, which are essential to the thesis’ analytical framework. 

4.6 Data Analysis  

The data analysis was designed to systematically operationalize the study’s research questions through 

a step-by-step approach informed by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), primarily Ruth Wodak’s 

Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) and Teun van Dijk’s Socio-Cognitive Approach (SCA). The goal 

was to trace how rhetorical strategies and performances of masculinity manifest across speeches by 

Trump, Orbán, and Bolsonaro, and how these shape their populist leadership styles. To address the 

concern of clarity, each research question (RQ) was translated into a targeted analytical focus and 

integrated into the coding and interpretation process, as outlined below. 

In the analysis of political speeches, it is useful to distinguish between rhetorical, linguistic, and discursive 

strategies, as each highlights different dimensions of meaning-making. Rhetorical strategies concern the 

persuasive appeals and techniques speakers employ to move audiences, drawing on classical concepts 

such as ethos, pathos, and logos (Aristotle, trans. 2007). Linguistic strategies focus on the micro-level 

features of language, such as pronoun choice, modality, or syntactic structures, which shape how political 

actors position themselves and their audiences (Fairclough, 2001). Additionally, discursive strategies 

situate language within broader social and ideological contexts, examining how political discourse 

constructs identities, legitimizes authority, and reproduces or challenges power relations (van Dijk, 1997; 

Wodak, 2009). Together, these perspectives show how political speeches operate at once as acts of 



(64) 

 

23 

persuasion, as linguistic performances, and as contributions to wider discourses that shape shared 

understanding. 

4.6.1 Operationalizing the Research Questions  

• RQ1: How are rhetorical strategies used to construct the enemy in far-right populist 

discourse? 

First step: Identification of discursive strategies (crisis narrative, fear-mongering, scapegoating, 

nomination, and predication). 

Second step: Look for dehumanizing labels, metaphors (e.g., “vultures,” “traitors”), repeated 

scapegoating, binaries of “us” vs. “them.” 

• RQ2: How do far-right populist leaders perform masculinity as part of their political 

communication? 

First step: Verbal and non-verbal performances of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005) and gender 

performativity (Butler, 1990). 

Second step: Observe rhetorical claims to strength, fatherhood, divine mission, posture, gestures, tone, 

crowd control, references to traditional gender roles. 

• RQ3: How do these two elements interact in shaping far-right populist leaders? 

First step: Examine how masculine leadership is legitimized through enemy construction and crisis 

discourse. 

Second Step: Identify moments where the leader’s identity is reinforced by contrasting themselves with 

feminized, irrational, or corrupt enemies. 

4.6.2 Timeline of analytical process  

• Initial familiarization 

Each speech was read and reviewed several times in full to identify key moments where leaders 

addressed themes related to national identity, gender, crisis, and opposition. Observational notes were 

added to highlight performative elements (e.g., gestures, emphasis, crowd response). 

• Coding 

A coding process was conducted to identify recurring linguistic patterns, metaphors, and emotional 

appeals. Segments were tagged with themes such as “enemy construction,” “performative masculinity,” 

“moral crisis,” and “national purity.” 
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• Thematic structuring based on RQs 

Codes were then grouped according to their alignment with RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3. For instance, 

segments describing enemies with emotional or moral language were linked to RQ1, while gestures of 

strength or references to divine masculinity were linked to RQ2. Cross-cutting codes (e.g., “masculine 

protector against feminized threat”) were categorized under RQ3. 

• Categorization of discursive strategies  

Codes were also grouped according to Wodak’s DHA typology, namely scapegoating (who is the enemy), 

nomination (how enemies are named), predication (attributes ascribed to them). This helped capture how 

leaders construct enemies and position themselves as authoritative, protective figures. 

• Theoretical interpretation 

In this stage, Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity and Connell’s (2005) concept of hegemonic 

masculinity were applied to interpret how masculinity was not just described but performed through 

language. Moffitt’s (2016) concept of populist political style was also used to contextualize how these 

discursive strategies fit within a broader narrative of populist leadership performance. 

• Socio-Cognitive interpretation 

Drawing on van Dijk (2008), I examined how these discourses activated shared mental models of threat, 

gender, and nationhood. Emotional triggers such as fear, betrayal, and pride were flagged as 

mechanisms for audience identification and ideological reinforcement. 

• Cross-Case remarks  

After each speech was analyzed individually, patterns were analyzed across all three leaders to identify 

commonalities and differences in how gender, nationalism, and populist identity were performed and 

constructed. Special attention was given to how context-specific elements (e.g., anti-establishment 

rhetoric in U.S., anti-EU discourse in Hungary, religious rhetoric in Brazil) intersected with more globally 

recurring far-right strategies. 

4.6.3 Analysis Guide  

RQ1: How are rhetorical strategies used to construct the enemy in far-right populist discourse?  

Crisis narrative 

• What is the socio-political and historical context of the speech? 

• What are the recent events or crises being referenced or exploited? 

• How is the speech situated within the leader's broader political strategy or campaign? 
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Language of antagonism: Nomination and Predication Strategies (Wodak) 

• Who is constructed as the “enemy,” “other,” or “threat”? (Gender) 

• What labels are used (e.g., feminists)? 

• What characteristics are attributed to them (e.g., weak, evil, crazy)? 

• How are “we” (the people/nation) described in contrast? 

 

Binary Constructions  

• Are there clear dichotomies like strong/weak, male/female, moral/immoral? 

 

RQ2: How do far-right populist leaders perform masculinity as part of their political 

communication?  

• What types of masculinity are being idealized?  

(Strongman, father figure, soldier, outsider rebel?) 

• How is masculinity performed through language? 

(Is it assertive, aggressive, paternal, militaristic?) 

• How are national identity and masculinity linked in the speech? 

• Are masculinity and leadership presented as natural or divine roles? 

• Is femininity or gender nonconformity constructed as inferior or threatening? 

•  

 

Visual and Performative Cues 

 

• What role do gestures, facial expressions, tone, and rhythm play in conveying masculinity and 

authority? 

• Are there symbolic acts (e.g., military salutes, religious references, family imagery)? 

• How is the crowd engaged, through call-and-response, chanting, silence? 

 

 

RQ3: How do these two elements interact in shaping far-right populist leadership?  

 

Ideological and moral positioning 

• How is morality constructed (good vs. evil, purity vs. corruption)? 

• Are religion and tradition used to reinforce moral authority? 

• Are crises used to justify exclusion or authoritarianism? 
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Binary Constructions  

• Are there clear dichotomies like strong/weak, male/female, moral/immoral? 

 

4.7 Ethical Considerations in Discourse Analysis  
 

Although this research analyzes publicly available material and does not involve human participants 

directly, ethical considerations are applicable. Given the sensitive nature of topics such as gender identity, 

nationalism, and moral panic along with the manipulative and harmful potential of political discourse, 

ethical reflection is essential. As discourse researchers, it is critical to be transparent about positionality 

and avoid reproducing the harmful narratives being studied. This thesis adopted a critical perspective that 

foregrounds social justice and aims to expose how language can reinforce inequality, exclusion, and 

violence (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). 

Ethically, the research adhered to respectful citation, contextual sensitivity, and the avoidance of 

sensationalism in quoting violent or discriminatory speech. The aim was to analyze discourse as a 

structure of power, not to amplify its harm. 

4.8 Quality of the Study and Limitations  

To ensure the academic accuracy of this qualitative study, attention was given to core criteria of research 

quality: validity, reliability, and generalizability (Tracy, 2010; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Validity 

Validity in qualitative research refers to the extent to which the study accurately represents the 

phenomenon being investigated. In this thesis, validity was strengthened through a systematic alignment 

between research questions, data selection, and analytical frameworks. The operationalization of the 

research questions into specific discursive indicators, guided by Wodak’s Discourse-Historical Approach 

(2015) and van Dijk’s Socio-Cognitive Model (2008), ensured analytical consistency. The integration of 

Butler’s (1990) and Connell’s (2005) gender theories further contributed to theoretical validity by framing 

masculinity as a performative and discursive construct, rather than an inherent identity. Finally, Moffitt’s 

(2016) theory on political style ensured theoretical validity on the performance of the political speech. 

Reliability 

While qualitative research does not seek replicability in a positivist sense, reliability was enhanced through 

methodological transparency and consistency (Silverman, 2013). A clearly documented process of data 

collection, transcription, coding, and interpretation was maintained throughout. Methodological 

triangulation, combining textual, visual, and contextual sources, allowed for cross-verification of findings 

and helped reduce interpretive bias (Flick, 2018). Reflexivity was practiced by keeping analytical memos 

and by revisiting initial interpretations in light of emerging themes (Berger, 2015). 
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Generalizability 

This study does not claim statistical generalizability but seeks to contribute to theoretical generalizability 

(Yin, 2018). By analyzing three culturally and geographically distinct leaders, Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, 

and Jair Bolsonaro, the research identifies recurring rhetorical and performative strategies within far-right 

populist discourse. These include the gendered construction of enemies, symbolic appeals to national 

identity, and the performative enactment of crisis leadership. As such, the study offers conceptual tools 

that may apply beyond the cases examined, thereby enriching the understanding of global right-wing 

populism and gendered political communication. 

Limitations 

Several limitations should be acknowledged: 

• Scope of the study: The selection of three leaders from different national contexts offers 

valuable insights, but it limits the ability to account for regional or ideological variation across the 

wider spectrum of far-right populism. 

• Researcher positionality: As with all interpretive research, there is an inherent risk of 

subjectivity. However, steps were taken to remain reflexive throughout the research process, 

including engaging with counter-readings and maintaining transparency in methodological 

choices. 

• Translation challenges: The speeches by Orbán and Bolsonaro, were originally delivered in 

Hungarian and Portuguese and were analyzed through translated transcripts. While professional 

translations and consultation with native speakers were used to preserve meaning, subtle 

rhetorical nuances or culturally embedded phrases may have been lost in translation. 
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5. Analysis  

 

5.1 Case study 1: Donald Trump 

 
Introduction 

On March 25, 2023, former U.S. President Donald Trump launched his 2024 presidential campaign at a 

rally in Waco, Texas. This analysis explores how Trump’s Waco rally serves as a case of far-right populist 

discourse, marked by the rhetorical construction of enemies and performative masculinity. 

5.1.1 Constructing the enemy  

Socio-political and historical context 

Trump’s choice of Waco came at a pivotal moment. Facing potential indictment (AP, 2023), Trump used 

the rally to reassert his dominance and galvanize his base. While claiming that the choice of the location 

was more of a convenience rather than a message (AP, 2023), the selection of Waco, the site of the 1993 

standoff between federal agents and the Branch Davidians (AP, 2023), looked more than symbolic 

considering Trump’s legal battle at the time. The speech signalled Trump’s embrace of anti-establishment 

sentiment, presented a narrative of martyrdom in the face of government overreach and a masculine-

coded narrative of survival against tyranny and established a confrontational tone that would define the 

rally. The rally took place amidst ongoing debates over gender in American public life, including 

controversies around transgender rights, gender-inclusive education, and the growing visibility of non-

normative gender identities (AP, 2023). These debates provided a great opportunity for Trump’s discourse 

to tap into conservative anxieties over masculinity, morality, and national decline. 

Crisis narrative 

The constant reminder and promotion of current and future crises to invoke fear and panic has been 

established as the foundation of the far-right’s rhetoric (Edelman, 1988). From the start of his speech, 

Trump creates a war climate, setting the tone for his speech and his candidacy. This can be seen in the 

quotes:  

‘2024 is the final battle’[..]if we don’t win this next election, 2024, I truly believe our country is doomed. I 

think it’s doomed. 

‘This election is everything. We’re not going to have a country left if we don’t win this election. This agenda 

will end America’s destruction at the hands of Biden and the radical left 

‘Either we descend into a lawless abyss[..]or we make America great again.’ 

Trump describes the U.S. elections as a ‘battle’ against the destruction of America ‘at the hands of Biden 

and the radical left Democrats’, an administration that needs to be defeated otherwise ‘We’re not going 



(64) 

 

29 

to have a country left’. His crisis narrative turns the elections into a battlefield where the results will decide 

whether the U.S will survive its ‘doomed’ future. The promotion of crisis and total destruction in the hands 

of the current government allows Trump to tap into the fears and anxiety of the public. Using exaggeration, 

he continuously creates false dilemmas between total defeat and glory. This election is everything Trump 

states, urging the public to act before it is too late, an urgency that leaves no space for clear and sensible 

thinking amidst a looming crisis. This allows Trump to swiftly intervene and present himself as the saviour 

of the people without having to present an actual rescue plan but rather a false sense of greatness 

restoration. Moreover, the war metaphor entails another false dilemma which is the binary of winners and 

losers, trapping people into thinking that these are the only two choices they have.  

Along with fear and anxiety, Trump also aims at the pride and prosperity of the U.S. people by declaring 

that: 

But it’s not enough just to stop the forces tearing down America, it’s time to start talking about greatness 

for our country again.’. 

Trump suggests that he is not only going to save the people from destruction, but he will also lead them 

and the nation into ‘greatness’ and a glorious future as winners, a reference to his famous slogan ‘Make 

America Great Again’. The use of the slogan works as a reminder and a call to his voters into uniting and 

stopping the forces from tearing down America by voting for him, the saviour of the nation. 

Fearmongering 

After describing the crisis and warning the American people about the it, Trump, using the fear he has 

already instilled from the crisis narrative, goes further into creating a reality in which the American people 

are under attack. Fear begins with things we fear, but over time, with enough repetition and expanded 

use, it becomes a way of looking at life (Altheide, 2002). In his speech, Trump is clearly trying to exploit 

and magnify certain events in order to enhance the environment of fear and warfare. He claims that:  

‘Other countries are emptying out their prisons and insane asylums and mental institutions and sending 

their most heinous criminals to the United States [..] they’re sending their criminals to live in the United 

States. We’re talking about mental institutions and prisons. Think of it. And they’re all coming in.’ 

‘We are a nation where large packs of sadistic criminals and thieves are allowed to go into stores and 

openly rob them, beat up and kill their workers and customers, and leave with armloads of goods, but with 

no retribution’. 

Using once again exaggeration such as ‘leave with armloads of goods’, ‘they’re all coming in’ along with 

graphic and vulgar language such as ‘sadistic’, ‘heinous’ and ‘beat up and kill their workers’, Trump paints 

the picture of a country in disarray, unprotected and vulnerable to the ‘other’ who is dangerous and vile. 

He is cherry-picking isolated events that fit into his narrative, that he eventually magnifies and turns them 

into an on-going crisis in order to support his argument. Using this strategy, Trump is laying the foundation 

for his enemy construction. This rhetorical move reflects what Moffitt (2016) terms the "populist 

performance of crisis," wherein populist leaders intensify perceived threats to ‘the people’ in order to 
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consolidate power. He uses the crisis narrative and fear to depict the U.S as the victim that has been at 

the mercy of the ‘other’. He is trying to generate emotions of fear and resentment towards the enemy and 

the future and create chaos and consequently a sense of urgency for change that not only places him in 

the leading position but also legitimizes authoritarian responses to social change. 

Language of antagonism 

After creating chaos, Trump goes on to name and target the enemy. Trump’s two main ‘others’ that he 

continuously blames for the U. S’s current dire situation and warns people to reject are the liberal elite 

and the left. One definition of populism argues that it is an anti-establishment and anti-political vision, 

where the elite is said to ignore the homeland and the ‘pureness’ and anxieties of the people (Bos and 

Brants, 2014). Trump intensifies his long-standing strategy of constructing the liberal elite as a primary 

political enemy and as an out of touch out-group that does not care about the American people. In his 

speech he argues that: 

‘Standing up to the war mongers, the stupid war mongers, and the neocons and the rhinos, the big money, 

special interests, the open border fanatics, crazy people’. 

Central to Trump’s rhetoric is the construction of a moral and cultural enemy: the liberal elite, who he 

labels as ‘big money’, ‘crazy’, ‘open border fanatics’. Through Wodak’s (2015) discourse-historical lens, 

the quote combines nomination and predication: a broad coalition of out-groups is named, “neocons,” 

“RINOs (Republicans In Name Only),” “open border fanatics”, and negatively characterized through 

descriptors such as “stupid” and “crazy.” These labels serve to morally and cognitively delegitimize the 

opponents, framing them not just as political opponents but as irrational and dangerous threats to national 

integrity. The repetition of “war mongers” and intensifiers like “stupid” further promote the aggression of 

the message, while the phrase “standing up to” positions Trump as a combative protector figure.  

Furthermore, presenting the enemy/other as an indistinguishable mass is an essential strategy in the 

process of enemy fabrication (Steuter and Wills, 2009). In the quote, Trump mentions multiple enemies, 

big money, special interests for the corporate, out of touch elite, border fanatics for the ones who are not 

supportive of Trump’s strict anti-migration policies, and the neocons and the rhinos, republicans who do 

not support Trump’s candidacy, that he groups together, under the label of the liberal elite. This strategy 

aims at creating one unified opponent that Trump can point out as the villain in his narrative without having 

to address each enemy individually. Oversimplified problems allow for oversimplified solutions. Thus, for 

Trump’s narrative, excluding and eliminating the out-group/enemy would lead to the end of the nation’s 

current existential crisis, and indirectly the end of Trump’s opponents, and the beginning of his reign as 

the saviour of the in-group/nation.  

In his speech, Trump continuously targets and attacks the liberal elite and the previous administrations, 

mostly Biden’s and Obama’s, blaming them for the current condition of the nation with quotes such as: 

‘But the vultures of these sellouts who got rich bleeding America dry, our opponents have done everything 

they can to crush our spirit and to break our will’ 
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This quote exemplifies a populist narrative of national betrayal by internal elites, a recurring theme in 

Trump’s rhetoric. Through Wodak’s (2015) discourse-historical lens, Trump’s language reflects the 

strategies of scapegoating and moral nomination. By referring to elites as “vultures” and “sellouts,” he 

draws on animalistic and traitorous metaphors that dehumanize opponents and cast them as parasitic. 

The phrase “bleeding America dry” implies a bodily violation of the nation, intensifying the emotional 

register and aligning with Van Dijk’s (2008) model of ideological polarization. These rhetorical moves 

reinforce a stark binary between a morally pure “we” and a corrupt, self-serving “they”.  

When it comes to the next enemy, the left, Trump describes them as a ‘woke’ ideology that is leading 

America and its people into total destruction by erasing their true identity. According to Trump, the left’s 

progressive ideas about the future of the U.S. are a threat to the traditional values of the American people. 

In ‘othering’ the left, Trump does not just reject them as a political party, but he also uses them as a 

vehicle in order to attack and reject everything that they support and advocate for. For the left, that 

includes gender equality, inclusivity and the rights of minorities. In his attempt to ‘other’ the left, create a 

clear division and paint them as the enemy, Trump labels them as evil with the quotes such as the 

following: 

‘But while leftist thugs are allowed to roam the streets, killing, looting, burning, raping and pillaging, 

patriotic parents, Christians, conservatives, pro-life activists are being hounded by the FBI and the DOJ.’ 

Labelling the left as thugs, Trump positions himself as the protector of the nation and morality, defending 

the "real" Americans. The evil ‘other’ is assigned actions such as killing, looting, burning, while the pure 

Americans, Christians, conservatives, pro-life activists, are presented as martyrs who are being hounded 

by the FBI and the DOJ. Trump depicts the ‘pure’ Americans as victims that are being attacked by the 

‘evil’ left and its progressive ideology. The notions of religion, the nation, and tradition, which are core 

values for the far right, are being promoted and underlined in Trump’s speech as the true values of the 

American people. Trump indirectly correlates his policies with the far-right’s policies, completely rejecting 

leftist progressive ideas and taking a clear stance towards deep conservatism that excludes anyone that 

does not fit their box. 

Binary Constructions 

Trump’s discourse continuously activates binary oppositions between good and bad and strength and 

weakness. This can be seen in the following quote: 

‘Right now, I know the good ones, and we know the bad ones, and we know the weak ones, and we know 

the strong ones.’ 

Feminized terms such as "weak," and "soft" are used to describe opponents. This enemy construction 

operates within a populist logic, where the pure people must be defended against an impure, elite-driven 

conspiracy (Laclau, 2005). Trump with the mask of the protector, reassures the public that he is the one 

that knows the good ones and strong ones, indirectly casting himself as the expert and creating an in-

group which includes Trump and the real Americans, and an out-group reserved for his opponents where 
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labels such as bad ones and weak ones are assigned to them, clearly defining the differences of the 

groups.  

Additionally, Trump links progressive gender politics, particularly transgender rights and gender-inclusive 

education, to a broader cultural threat declaring that: 

‘We will defeat the cult of gender ideology to reassert that God created two genders, male and female.’. 

Trump labels the left as a ‘cult’ and establishes binaries such as natural and abnormal, creating clear 

divisions between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Trump reassures the American people that they will defeat the cult of 

gender ideology which he labels as the abnormal and reassert that God created two genders which he 

validates as the natural. Using the word defeat, Trump once again points out that the requirements for 

making America great again does not only involve a win but also the elimination and extinction of the 

opponent. Moreover, the mention of religion alludes to the re-establishment of traditional values and 

conservatism, characteristics that are vital in the far-right agenda. The gendered nature of the enemy is 

also unmistakable as the mention of religion and traditional values entails the re-insertion of traditional 

gender roles as well. 

In his speech, Trump continuously vows to undo every progressive policy that has led the U.S to its moral 

decay with quotes such as: 

‘I will revoke every Biden policy promoting the disfigurement of our youth and ask Congress to send me 

a bill prohibiting child sexual mutilation in all 50 states. And we will keep men out of women’s sports’ 

‘I will immediately sign a new executive order to cut federal funding for any school pushing critical race 

theory, transgender insanity, and either racial, sexual, or political content on our children’. 

Trump claims that the left is attempting to "sexually mutilate children" and promises to end "the 

disfigurement of our youth", language that reflects a classic scapegoat strategy (Wodak, 2015). The binary 

narrative is reinforced by targeted attacks on public institutions and individuals symbolizing gender 

inclusivity. Trump mocks the presence of transgender athletes in women's sports, indirectly presenting 

them as a threat to fairness and female safety. He ridicules school curricula that include non-binary 

identities or critical gender discussions, indirectly painting educators as ideological agents undermining 

family authority. These examples reflect what Wodak (2015) identifies as a strategy of personalization 

and blame, turning abstract political grievances into tangible, personified threats that provoke emotional 

reactions. 

Trump’s gendered enemy is also racially and culturally coded. The association of queerness with urban 

elites, immigrant communities, and progressive ideas further mobilizes a nationalist, masculine identity 

that contrasts the “Real America” with perceived internal enemies. He repeatedly casts his opponents as 

‘‘repulsive’’ and “evil” labels drawn from historical authoritarian regimes, reinforcing the view that 

alternative gender expressions are deviant and dangerous. The construction of the enemy, therefore, 

operates not only on ideological grounds but also invokes a symbolic purification of the nation’s moral and 

gender order. 
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5.1.2 Performative masculinity  

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1990) suggests that gender is not an inherent identity but 

a series of repeated acts that constitute gender over time. Trump’s rally exemplifies this performativity of 

masculinity. From the beginning, Trump sets the tone of his candidacy, as the protector of the American 

people that is going to avenge them and lead them to greatness, with the following quote: 

‘In 2016, I declared, “I am your voice.” And now, I say to you again tonight, “I am your warrior. I am your 

justice.” And I took a lot of heat for this one, but I only lead it in the proper way. For those who have been 

wronged and betrayed, of which there are many people out there that have been wronged and betrayed, 

I am your retribution. We will take care of it. We will take care of it.’. 

Trump presents himself as the embodiment of strength, resolve, and defiance. His declaration “I am your 

warrior. I am your justice. I am your retribution” encapsulates this masculine persona. The language of 

vengeance and righteousness is central to the performance of authoritarian masculinity (Sauer, 2017), 

where leadership is not collaborative but punitive and redemptive. Presenting himself as wronged and 

betrayed along with the American people, Trump pledges that he will take care of it, meaning that he will 

restore the American greatness and punish those who will not adhere to his policies and leadership. His 

approach to leadership is exclusionary and authoritarian tapping into punishment for those who disobey 

him and his policies, promoting exclusively traditional values and promising to ‘lead in the proper way’ as 

the protector of the ‘real’ Americans. 

Trump repeatedly presents himself as the right fit for the presidency with quotes such as:   

‘And before I even arrive at the Oval Office, shortly after I win the presidency, I will have the disastrous 

war between Russia and Ukraine settled’ 

Now, they gave him pillows and sheets. I gave them javelins. And then they said, and you saw what those 

javelins did to their tanks. That wasn’t pretty but that was me that gave it to them. And then they say, 

“Trump was soft.” I saw it the other day. Some idiot was saying, “Trump was actually soft on Russia.” I 

ended Nord Stream 2. The pipeline was done. 

Trump refuses to acknowledge any vulnerability, instead projecting invincibility and moral superiority. In 

Connell’s (2005) terms, he enacts hegemonic masculinity, a dominant form of masculinity that 

subordinates alternative masculinities and femininities. Using the binary of weak vs strong, he claims that 

while they (meaning the Obama administration) gave pillows, he gave them javelins, promoting 

intimidation and aggressive action as the right way of leadership. Another hegemonic masculinity trait is 

the use of ‘they’ for the previous administration and the use of ‘I’ for his administration. According to 

Trump, he himself is the one that made the strong and tough decision of javelins thus, he is the strong 

leader that the U.S need instead of the soft previous administrations. Additionally, he denounces any ‘soft’ 

traits that anyone might assigned to him showing hypermasculinity through dominance.  

Trump’s final words solidify his image as the saviour of the nation and the real American values: 
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‘We will cross the finish line, we will demolish tyranny, and we will rescue freedom, liberty, and justice, 

and we will restore the American republic to all of its greatness and glory greater than ever before.’ 

‘We are one movement, one people, one family, and one nation under God’ 

Trump vows to demolish tyranny and restore the American republic. He is the one that is going to lead 

the nation into its greatness and glory. This masculinity is not just performed, but also politically strategic, 

designed to resonate with an audience that feels displaced by social changes around gender and identity. 

Trump presents himself as the savior of the nation that is going to liberate the people and bring back 

freedom and justice. He uses once again the pure versus evil binary, making a promise to demolish 

tyranny and rescue freedom. Trump reassures the people that if he is elected, he will restore the American 

republic, bringing back the traditional values of family that God has established, eliminating any discussion 

about gender, identity expression, and any progressive leftist ideology that has brought the American 

people on the brink of collapse. His closing quote about ‘one nation’, ‘one family’ further exhibits his 

authoritarian and exclusionary rhetoric. Trump alludes to the supremacy of traditional values and social 

order and thus, the supremacy of masculine dominance indirectly pointing out that anyone who is not with 

them is automatically against them and thus not a part of the U.S nation. 

5.1.3 Embodied performance and Audience dynamics  

Beyond language, Trump’s performance confirms his message. His posture, raised voice, and symbolic 

gestures (such as pointing, fist-clenching, and prolonged eye contact with the crowd) are translated into 

strength and command. The rally atmosphere is emotionally charged, with crowd responses such as 

chants of “USA!” and standing ovations. These dynamics transform the rally into a ritualized affirmation 

of masculine leadership. Trump’s masculinity is socially confirmed through audience interaction, 

embodying Connell’s idea that hegemonic masculinity relies on cultural legitimation. 

 

5.2 Case Study 2: Viktor Orbán 

Introduction  

On July 22, 2024, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán delivered his annual speech at the Bálványos 

Free Summer University and Student Camp in Tusnádfürdő (Tusványos), Romania. These speeches 

have become emblematic of Orbán’s ideological platform, combining Hungarian nationalism, anti-

globalism, and social conservatism. The 2024 address, delivered amidst rising tensions with the European 

Union, ongoing debates over gender education, and Orbán’s deepening alliance with illiberal leaders 

globally, offered a potent case of far-right populist rhetoric.  
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5.2.1 Constructing the Enemy 

Socio-political and historical context 

Originally designed as a forum to foster Hungarian–Romanian dialogue and to maintain ties with the 

Hungarian minority in Romania, the Tusványos event has, over time, become a place for political agenda 

setting. In recent years, it has served as a platform where Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán annually 

outlines his government’s strategic objectives for the coming years. 

Orbán’s 2024 Tusványos speech came at a time of intensifying political polarization across Europe. The 

Hungarian government had passed controversial legislation banning discussions of LGBTQ+ issues in 

schools (The Guardian, 2021) and had reframed gender identity discourse as an external imposition from 

"Brussels bureaucrats" and Western elites. The Tusványos event serves as a platform for articulating an 

illiberal worldview, one that links Hungarian national survival with traditional family values, Christian 

identity, and masculine authority. 

Crisis narrative 

In his speech, Orbán starts by painting the picture of the collapsed EU with quotes such as the following: 

‘European policy-making has collapsed. Europe has given up defending its own interests: all that Europe 

is doing today is unconditionally following the foreign policy line of the US Democrats – even at the cost 

of its own self-destruction’. 

Orbán underlines that the EU is no longer in control of its fate and it has given up defending its own 

interests. The collapse of the EU echoes the imminent crisis that Hungary will face along with all the other 

members of the European Union. Orbán lays the foundation of his enemy construction strategy by 

mentioning that the EU has lost its power, and it is no longer the master of its fate. This crisis narrative is 

aimed at the feelings of fear and uncertainty of the Hungarian people for the future. The EU’s weak stance 

is going to affect you (the Hungarians), thus it is time to re-think Hungary’s alliance with the EU agenda.  

Language of the antagonism 

For Orbán, the West and its progressive ideas are the main enemy and what led to the collapse of the 

EU. Labelling the EU as weak and incapable of making decisive steps towards becoming a powerful 

leader to the world, Orbán claims that the EU has become a follower of the US Democrats’ ideology and 

the woke culture and as a result a cultural division has been created in the EU. In his speech he claims 

that: 

‘In the West bonds have been successively discarded: the metaphysical bonds that are God; the national 

bonds that are the homeland; and family bonds – discarding the family. I am referring again to the opening 

of the Paris Olympics. Now that they have managed to get rid of all that, expecting the individual to 

become greater, they find that they feel a sense of emptiness. They have not become great but have 

become small.’. 
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At the core of Orbán’s speech is a powerful narrative of external threat and cultural erosion. He positions 

the West, and particularly liberal, progressive forces within the EU, as enemies of the Hungarian identity 

and sovereignty. He labels the West as empty and small, as a consequence of their choices, in an attempt 

to discourage the promotion of progressive ideas and indirectly warn the Hungarian people of the 

consequences an acceptance of progressive ideas might entail for the country. Orbán mentions the 

opening of the Paris Olympics as the EU’s mirror of their ideology which is stripped of metaphysical, 

national, and family bonds. He claims that the rejection of these bonds has ultimately led the individual 

into a sense of emptiness and a loss of greatness signalling the EU’s collapse. Orbán’s language aligns 

with Wodak’s (2015) notion of the scapegoat strategy within the discourse-historical approach (DHA), 

where minorities or ideological groups are blamed for social and economic issues. Through this narrative, 

Orbán argues that in order for the West to be great again, the use of the word ‘great’ is not coincidental 

as he is alluding to Trump’s slogan of ‘Make America Great Again’, they need to bring back nationalistic 

values such as a ‘national pride’, indirectly pointing out the immigration issues, ‘traditional family’, 

indirectly attacking gender and the LGBTQ+, and ‘a belief to God’ indirectly promoting traditional 

conservative values. These values are essential to the far-right ideology, promoting exclusion and the 

creation of a ‘pure’ nation.  

Binary Constructions 

As Laclau (2005) mentions, populism relies on the construction of an antagonistic frontier between “the 

people” and “the elite”. Following this tactic, Orbán underlines the different mentalities in the EU with 

quotes like the following: 

‘Central Europe and Western Europe, we are not talking about differences of opinion, but about two 

different worldviews, two mentalities, two instincts, and hence two different arguments’ 

‘We have to realise that in future generations there will essentially be only two positions – just as there 

are in our generation: there will be liberals and there will be nationalists. And I have to say that there will 

be liberal, slim-fit, avocado-latte, allergen-free, self-satisfied politicians on one side, and on the other side 

there will be streetwise young people of nationalist sympathies, with both feet firmly on the ground.’ 

Orbán’s rhetoric is deeply antagonistic, creating a sharp division between the Hungarian people and their 

enemies, defined as feminized, decadent, and externally imposed. Orbán draws distinct lines between 

Central and Western Europe, by pointing out that they have two completely different worldviews, 

mentalities, and instincts, and between liberals and nationalists by dividing the future generations into 

weak, slim-fit, allergen-free liberals and strong streetwise, both feet firmly on the ground nationalists. 

Orbán’s enemy is not only political but symbolic: he constructs gender ideology as an empty signifier that 

condenses multiple anxieties about identity, sovereignty, and moral decay. Gender nonconformity is 

depicted as an elite-driven corruption imported from outside Hungary, threatening the “natural order” of 

Hungarian society. In doing so, Orbán constructs a feminized or deviant ‘Other’, in contrast to the virtuous, 

masculine Hungarian national subject. His attack on gender diversity becomes symbolic of a broader 

rejection of cosmopolitan liberalism with their avocado lattes. By linking gender ideology with national 

decline, Orbán constructs a gendered enemy whose defeat would symbolize cultural renewal. This 
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echoes Edelman’s (1988) notion of the political spectacle, where public enemies are not merely political 

opponents but embodiments of existential threat. The enemy in Orbán’s discourse is simultaneously 

gendered, ideological, and foreign. 

Moreover, Orbán explicitly criticizes EU’s progressive ideas about gender and life framing them as 

ideological tools of Western elites designed to undermine traditional family structures and the moral fabric 

of the nation which can be seen in the following quote: 

‘The West has a serious – and I would say dramatic – political consequence that is convulsing democracy. 

Because within societies there is growing resistance to migration, to gender, to war and to globalism.’. 

The discourse draws symbolic borders, not only around the Hungarian nation-state but around identity 

itself. Gender nonconformity is cast as foreign and immoral, while national identity and traditional values 

are framed as strong and moral. This discursive practice produces what Wodak (2015) calls a “nationalist 

victim-perpetrator reversal,” where Orbán presents Hungary as a victim of liberal aggression, even while 

engaging in discriminatory politics. 

Key defining features of populism also include the intent to create a sense of proximity between the 

candidate and the audience and that often equates with a covert form of anti-intellectualism, a ‘denial of 

expert knowledge, and the championing of common sense’ (Moffitt and Tormey, 2014). In his speech, 

Orbán repeatedly mentions that: 

‘It is not in a good condition because the language being used is too intellectual. And our political and 

competitive advantage comes precisely from the fact that we are able to create a unity with the people 

in which everyone can understand exactly what we are doing and why.’ 

‘In fact, in the Western world we are faced with a situation in which the masses of people appearing with 

college degrees no longer form less than 10 per cent of the population, but 30 to 40 per cent. And 

because of their views these people do not respect those who are less educated – who are typically 

working people, people who live from their labour. For the elites, only the values of graduates are 

acceptable, only they are legitimate.’. 

Orbán in his continuous effort to draw the line between Hungary and the EU claims that the EU only 

values the educated and the graduates, a group of people that no longer represents the majority, making 

the EU’s choice seem elitist and out of touch with reality and the real needs of the people. On the other 

hand, Orbán and his government are in accordance with the people needs and are able to thoroughly 

explain what their policies are without using Brusselian language. Underlining the elite’s exclusion through 

language and education, Orbán and his government become one with the ‘simple’, ‘working-class’ 

Hungarian people declaring their alliance with them and creating a clear division between ‘us’, Orbán and 

the Hungarian people and ‘them’, the educated elite. 
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5.2.2 Performative Masculinity  

Orbán repeatedly enacts masculinity through rhetorical strength, war metaphors, and the promotion of 

traditional values. From the beginning of his speech, he sets the tone of strength and resilience that the 

Hungarian people must acquire to fight of the West with quotes such as: 

‘The war is our red pill. Think of the “Matrix” films. The hero is faced with a choice [..]. The war is our red 

pill: it is what we have been given, it is what we must swallow.’ 

‘But our camp is different: the national camp will only come out at the sound of a trumpet and can only 

rally under a flag that has been raised high. This is also true of young people. Therefore, we need to find 

courageous young fighters with nationalist sentiments. We are looking for courageous young fighters with 

a national spirit.’. 

One key feature of performative masculinity is the archetype of the “tough guy,” who has the initiative and 

courage to make tough decisions, advocates a legitimate use of violence while showing his own courage 

and manhood (Eksi and Wood, 2019). Orbán’s speech is filled with battleground metaphors and a war-

like environment. From the beginning, talking about the war in Ukraine, Orbán does not denounce the war 

but instead using a film reference where he presents Hungary as the hero of the film that has to make a 

tough choice between staying in the dark and learning the truth about the world, he claims that war is 

what we have been given and what we must swallow. Resilience is a masculine trait that shows the 

strength of the soldier. Orbán and consequently Hungary will not backdown from the fight as it is the only 

way that they can learn the truth and move forward. Another interpretation for the use of the red pill 

metaphor by Orbán can be attributed to the red pill ideology, an amalgam of concepts and ideas that 

promote male supremacy and aims to free men from a society considered gynocentric and misandrist 

(Ging, 2019). While Orban seems to use the metaphor to talk about resilience in the eyes of war, his 

choice of metaphor cannot be ignored, as the red pill ideology is aligned with Orbán’s stance towards 

gender and equality, meaning, he has repeatedly underlined that male supremacy and traditional gender 

roles must be protected and preserved and that progressive ideas, such as gender equality and sexual 

freedom are the ones that have led Hungary to its demise. Thus, the use of the specific metaphor can 

also be interpreted as an implied reminder of the social order that Hungary should adopt.  

Moreover, in accordance with his war metaphors, Orbán describes Hungary as our camp. The 

militarization of a nation serves as a warning and a sign of the preparedness of the Hungarian people for 

any moral and cultural war that the collapse of the EU will bring their way. As a protector and a leader, 

painting a picture of a military parade with a trumpet and a rally under a flag that has been raised high, 

he claims that the national camp that his government has built is strong, prideful and ready to protect 

Hungary’s traditional values. Orbán claims the camp as his legacy and announces that his government is 

looking for courageous young fighters with nationalist sentiments to continue his legacy and preserve 

Hungary’s national identity. His self-styling as a paternal protector of the nation aligns with Connell’s 

(2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity, an idealized form of masculinity positioned at the top of a 

gender hierarchy and used to legitimize male dominance and the subordination of non-normative 

identities. 
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According to Sauer (2017) masculinist identity politics is linked with presenting liberal democracy as 

incapable of dealing with crises and advocating for strongman rule that prioritizes action over deliberation, 

control over consensus. In his speech, Orbán condemns the EU’s inaction towards several attacks and 

claims that it is an act of submission: 

‘Germany itself let an act of terrorism against its own [..] go unchallenged, and we are not saying a word 

about it [..] In the same way, we failed to do the right thing in the case of the phone tapping of Angela 

Merkel [..] So, this is nothing but an act of submission.’ 

Orbán alludes to an EU that is weak and no longer in position to lead as its current leadership is too liberal 

and less hegemonic. Orbán promotes action and attack over deliberation and defence thus, a strong over 

a weak leadership style alluding to masculine dominance when it comes to leaders of a country. 

Throughout his speech, Orbán blames EU’s loss of traditional values as its ultimate downfall. He declares 

that: 

‘This is what Westerners have lost. I think that this state of zero religion comes about when same-sex 

marriage is recognised as an institution with a status equal to that of marriage between men and women.  

‘You have your God, your country and your family.’ 

Masculine dominance over women and other nonhegemonic (subordinated) masculinities, favoured by 

patriarchy, is perpetrated through cultural and institutional persuasion and homophobia (Connell and 

Messerschmidt 2005). Orbán is adamant that the cultural erosion of the EU and its imminent collapse is 

caused by the promotion of progressive ideas about gender and social order that allowed society to lose 

its (Christian) path. Same-sex marriage having an equal status to that of marriage between men and 

women is an insult to traditional values as it disrupts the social order and consequently the masculine 

dominance and that is the reason why Westerners have lost. Orbán’s masculinity is also authoritarian in 

nature. As Sauer (2017) argues, right-wing populist masculinity often manifests in protectionist terms. 

Orbán promises to protect Hungarian families from the harmful and invasive nature of liberal ideologies. 

His consistent invocation of children, families, and tradition as sites of danger and defence reinforces his 

role as a strongman figure, a symbol of stability in an unstable world. 

 

5.2.3 Embodied performance and Audience dynamics  

Beyond verbal discourse, Orbán’s performance and the ritualistic nature of the Tusványos speech 

contribute to the performative aspects of his masculinity. His firm posture, deliberate gestures, and 

measured yet forceful tone show control and paternal authority. The audience's receptive responses, 

applause, laughter, and affirmations, are added to create his masculine performance, legitimizing his role 

as protector. The stage becomes a site of symbolic purification, where Orbán’s rejection of gender 

ideology works as a moral cleansing. The repetition of nationalist tropes and the emotional tone of the 

setting underlines the ritualistic unification of masculine, national identity. 
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5.3 Case Study 3: Jair Bolsonaro 

Introduction  

On September 7, 2022, then-President Jair Bolsonaro delivered a highly publicized Independence Day 

address in Brasília, Brazil. The event blended nationalism, militarism, and religious symbolism. 

Bolsonaro’s speech served as a critical moment in asserting his political identity and reinforcing his 

ideological platform.  

5.3.1 Constructing the Enemy  

Socio-political and historical context 

Bolsonaro’s presidential speech occurred amidst a tense political climate ahead of the 2022 presidential 

election (CNN, 2022). Almost 1 months away from the elections, Bolsonaro used Brazil’s Independence 

Day to campaign for his re-election attacking the recent polls, that showed he was trailing behind his 

opponent, leftist politician Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, claiming that they were lying (BBC, 2022). Through 

nationalistic sentiments and a war like rhetoric, Bolsonaro addressed his voters calling for unity and 

support in the upcoming election. 

Crisis narrative 

In the start of his speech, Bolsonaro points out the crisis that he helped Brazil avoid during his presidency. 

He declares that: 

‘You know how close Brazil was to the abyss a few years ago, mired in corruption and mismanagement.’ 

The crisis narrative serves Bolsonaro’s goal of fear mongering and presenting himself as the saviour of 

the Brazilian people. Bolsonaro frames the day as a fight for freedom, sovereignty, and traditional values, 

traits that he established for Brazil. Bolsonaro reminds the Brazilian people that before his leadership, 

Brazil was close to the abyss, mired in corruption and mismanagement.’. He paints the picture of a society 

on the brink of destruction to tap into the feelings of uncertainty and anxiety of the Brazilian people and 

simultaneously to lay the foundation for his enemy construction. 

Language of antagonism 

For Bolsonaro, his main enemy is the left and its progressive ideas. Ideas regarding social structure, 

gender, and freedom of expression are considered leftist ideas that threaten the social balance and have 

led the world to its moral collapse. Bolsonaro claims that:  

‘We know that we have ahead of us a fight between good and evil [..]that almost broke our homeland and 

that now wants to return to the scene of the crime. They will not return. The people are on our side, the 

people are on the side of good, the people know what they want.’ 
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‘Today you have a president who believes in God, who respects his police officers and his military. A 

government that defends the family and a president who owes loyalty to his people’ 

Like other far-right populists, Bolsonaro constructs a populist frontier between the “good people” and the 

“evil elite” (Laclau, 2005). His enemy is embedded within this antagonism. Bolsonaro labels the enemy 

as dangerous claiming that the previous leftist government almost broke our homeland and painting the 

picture of a ruthless leadership that led Brazil to its moral corruption and eventual collapse. On the 

contrary, Bolsonaro underlines that under his leadership, Brazil has a president who believes in God, 

respects police officers and military, and defends the family. Bolsonaro makes a clear distinction 

comparing the two governments and assigning specific traits to both governments. His government’s 

alliances promote the establishment of traditional values centred around God and traditional families and 

evoke nationalistic notions through the expression of loyalty and respect to police officers and the military. 

These are the values that the previous leftist government is lacking and that led Brazil to its moral 

corruption according to Bolsonaro.  

Binary Constructions 

Bolsonaro’s rhetoric constructs a cultural and political enemy marked by feminization, moral decay, and 

foreign influence with quotes such as: 

‘We are a predominantly Christian nation that does not want to legalize drugs, that does not want to 

legalize abortion, that does not accept gender ideology.’ 

‘A government that defends the family and a president who owes loyalty to his people.’. 

He labels his leftist opponents as “evil” and “enemies of the family”, drawing on a binary opposition 

between a virtuous, masculine Brazil and a decadent, evil Other. Echoing Wodak’s (2015) scapegoat 

strategy, Bolsonaro associates progressive gender ideologies with societal collapse, blaming feminists, 

LGBTQ+ activists, and educators for corrupting Brazilian youth. Throughout the speech, Bolsonaro 

intensifies his rhetoric of defending children and the nuclear family, an emotionally resonant narrative that 

frames the masculine leader as the ultimate protector. He promises to protect Brazil from “gender 

ideology” imposed by global institutions. This construction of the enemy as both gendered and foreign 

reinforces nationalist fears and justifies authoritarian policies. 

5.3.2 Performative Masculinity  

Bolsonaro’s performance exemplifies Judith Butler’s (1990) notion of gender as performative, a series of 

acts that materialize gender norms. His militarized posturing, rhetorical aggression, and self-presentation 

as a warrior-president reflect a performance of hegemonic masculinity. In his speech, he declares that: 

‘With the grace of God, who gave me a second life, and also through the mission he gave me to lead our 

country, we will achieve our goal together’ 
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This quote shows Bolsonaro’s choice of performative masculinity as a combination of divine authority, 

national leadership, and masculine resilience. By citing the grace of God and referring to a second life, 

Bolsonaro frames his survival, presumably from the 2018 assassination attempt, as not only miraculous 

but also divine, constructing a martyr-savior persona consistent with masculinist populist leadership 

(Sauer, 2017). In this narrative, masculinity is not inherent but performed as a divine mission and national 

burden, an embodiment of Connell’s (2005) hegemonic masculinity, where male leadership is marked by 

stoicism and self-sacrificial service.  

Bolsonaro’s use of religious discourse through the mission he gave me paints a masculine identity rooted 

in moral certainty and spiritual authority. Bolsonaro presents his presidency as a mission given to him by 

God, indirectly claiming his dominance over his opponents and presenting himself as the ‘chosen one’ 

and the ultimate saviour of Brazil. Moreover, the collective closing phrase we will achieve our goal 

together, reasserts his paternalistic role as a moral leader guiding a national family. The phrase implies 

unity while reinforcing the hierarchical structure in which Bolsonaro leads by divine designation and the 

people follow in moral agreement. 

After presenting himself as the “chosen one” to lead the country, Bolsonaro goes on to praise his wife, 

indirectly painting an exclusive picture on the role of women but only in relation to men and their future. 

This is illustrated by the following quote: 

‘A woman of God, a family woman and active in my life. She is not by my side, no. Many times, she is in 

front of me. And I have been telling single men, single men who are tired of being unhappy: find a woman, 

a princess, marry her to be even happier.’ 

In his statement, Bolsonaro, while praising women, reinforces heteronormative hierarchy by positioning 

men as incomplete or unhappy unless they marry a princess, a romanticized, passive ideal of 

womanhood. The advice directed to single men promotes marriage not as a partnership but as a 

completion of masculine identity through feminine domestication. This aligns with Judith Butler’s (1990) 

theory of gender performativity, where gender roles are reproduced through repetition of socially approved 

behaviours and language, in this case, through Bolsonaro’s staged performance of patriarchal normalcy. 

Additionally, Bolsonaro repeatedly reminds the Brazilian people that his presidency reformed Brazil, 

indirectly attacking the previous government creating distinct binaries between virtue and vice. This can 

be illustrated by the following quote: 

‘We gave new life to this Esplanada dos Ministérios, with competent, honourable and patriotic people.’ 

The enemy is characterized as not only a political opponent but a moral corrupter. Bolsonaro’s 

authoritarian stance is not framed as oppressive but redemptive, an act of masculine salvation. Bolsonaro 

presents himself as a hero that intervened and saved Brazil through his choice of competent, honourable 

and patriotic people in vital ministry positions. Once again, strength, pureness and national pride are 

underlined as virtuous traits.  
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In addition, using the Constitution as a symbolic battlefield, Bolsonaro mobilizes a rhetorical framework 

that merges legal authority, disciplinary masculinity, and forceful compliance. He declares that: 

‘You can be sure that it is everyone’s obligation to play within the four lines of the Constitution. With a re-

election, we will bring within these four lines all those who dare to stay outside of it’ 

On the surface, the statement that it is everyone’s obligation to obey the Constitution appears to affirm 

constitutional order, yet its deeper function aligns closely with what Sauer (2017) terms masculinist 

authoritarian populism where the leader embodies law and national will, often mixing obedience with moral 

righteousness. The metaphor of “playing within the four lines of the Constitution” repurposes legal 

compliance into the language of competitive sport and discipline, expressing masculine-coded values 

such as rules, boundaries, and enforcement. Once again, Bolsonaro presents himself as the guardian of 

institutional order, rigid, authoritative, and uncompromising. The phrase we will bring within these four 

lines functions as both a promise and a threat. It implies a strong, almost militarized enforcement of 

conformity, particularly targeting political opponents or anyone that is not aligned with Bolsonaro’s national 

order. 

5.3.3 Embodied Leadership and Audience Dynamics  

Bolsonaro’s speech is delivered in a highly theatrical context, surrounded by military parades, national 

flags, and cheering supporters. His body language including salutes, assertive hand gestures, and 

controlled tone, expresses discipline and command. The staging of the event highlights Bolsonaro’s role 

as a masculine leader surrounded by loyal, masculine protectors (i.e., the military). The crowd plays an 

active role in confirming his masculinity, responding with chants, applause, and declarations of loyalty. 

Bolsonaro’s masculinity is both performed and accepted in real time, producing what Connell calls 

“cultural legitimation” of hegemonic 

masculinity. The event becomes a symbolic purification of the nation, with Bolsonaro as the figure of moral 

and physical strength. 

 

5.4 Final remarks on the intersection of gendered enemy construction and performative 

masculinity  

In these speeches, the enemy is consistently constructed in gendered terms. Trump, for example, links 

liberals and progressive actors with emasculation, accusing them of trying to “indoctrinate our children” 

and framing gender-inclusive policies as a threat to innocence and national purity. The feminization of the 

political enemy works through labels such as “pathetic,” “crazy,” and “soft,” reinforcing binaries between 

masculine strength and feminized moral decay. Orbán follows a similar path, portraying the European 

Union and international liberalism as eroding Hungary’s traditional family structures. His attack on “gender 

ideology” and promotion of pro-natalist policies constructs a feminized, cosmopolitan enemy that corrupts 

from within. Bolsonaro, too, repeatedly targets feminists, LGBTQ+ activists, and leftist politicians, framing 

them as enemies of the family and national morality. His phrase “God above all, Brazil above everyone” 
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reinforces a gendered hierarchy rooted in religious paternalism and traditional patriarchy. In each case, 

the construction of the enemy legitimizes authoritarian policies as necessary moral interventions. 

These gendered narratives feed into broader populist strategies of scapegoating. Wodak (2015) identifies 

the scapegoat strategy as central to right-wing populist discourse: a targeted out-group is blamed for all 

societal failures. Trump’s rally paints the picture of progressive elites and gender non-conforming people 

as a corrupting influence, especially on youth. This aligns with Van Dijk’s (2008) socio-cognitive model, 

which explains how discourse activates shared fears and justifies exclusionary practices. Orbán’s speech 

similarly incites fear of demographic decline and cultural extinction, blaming the West’s “gender madness” 

for threatening the Hungarian values. Bolsonaro’s rhetoric associates his political opposition with the 

destruction of family and Christian religion, often drawing on conspiracy theories and apocalyptic images 

to intensify moral panic. These narratives construct an urgent, existential crisis, one that only the 

hypermasculine leader can resolve. 

Leadership styles intersect through shared performances of hegemonic and performative masculinity that 

promote their populist political strategy. However, Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, and Viktor Orbán 

‘perform’ in distinct national and cultural contexts. Trump’s masculinity is overt, combative, and theatrical, 

expressed in pompous language and emotional unpredictability. His leadership style is affected by the U. 

S’s cultural and national identity. Main characteristics of these identities involve limited involvement and 

control of the government on citizens’ private lives which is translated in Trump’s anti-establishment 

rhetoric, the notion of the “American dream” which is translated in Trump’s promotion of personal success 

and survival, and national pride and superiority which is translated in Trump’s repeated references in the 

restoration of the American greatness. His rally speeches express masculinity through dominance, wealth, 

and rejection of political correctness, aligning closely with Connell’s hegemonic masculinity rooted in 

individualism, authority, and anti-intellectualism.  

Orbán, meanwhile, enacts a colder, more calculated masculinity, calm, paternalistic, and based in 

historical and civilizational rhetoric. Unlike Trump’s unpredictability, Orbán performs a “guardian of the 

nation” masculinity. Closer to EU’s cultural traits, Orbán’s leadership is soft-spoken. However, since it is 

still a far-right leadership, it is also ideologically stern, grounded in Christianity and cultural defence. 

Hungary exhibits a masculine culture, wherein stereotypically masculine attitudes and behaviours hold 

greater value than feminine ones within the realm of work (Szathmári et al., 2023). Thus, conservative 

gender roles prevail laying the foundation for Orbán’s masculine persona of the fatherly protector of the 

traditional family and values. 

In contrast, Bolsonaro’s masculine performance is based on militarism and moralism. As a self-declared 

“man of God,” he combines a hypermasculine image with patriarchal religiosity, performing masculinity 

through appeals to divine order, discipline, and national purity. His aggressive approach towards 

leadership is rooted in Brazil’s history of violence. Crime has significantly increased in Brazil throughout 

the years. A situation that Bolsonaro is able to exploit calling for military action in order to save the nation. 

The promotion of discipline and national identity become the vital aspects of his leadership. His main 

argument revolves around the left and its progressive ideas that tried to erase Brazil’s identity, which 

according to Bolsonaro is grounded in the nuclear family and religion. His enemy construction follows 
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Wodak’s scapegoating strategy, often targeting feminists, LGBTQ+ communities, and the judiciary system 

as threats to traditional family and military values.  

Across all three, masculinity becomes both performance and a political tool, used to legitimize anti-

liberalism, construct “the enemy,” and reinforce authoritarian moral orders. Drawing on Judith Butler’s 

theory of gender as performative, these figures repeatedly enact masculinity not as essence, but as a set 

of acts and discursive practices that naturalize their claims to leadership and national redemption. 
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6. Discussion  

The aim of this study was to explore how far-right populist leaders use gendered political communication, 

specifically the construction of gendered enemies and the performance of masculinity, to reinforce their 

authority and shape political realities, using the cases of Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, and Jair Bolsonaro. 

This was explored through 3 research questions. 

 

6.1 RQ1: How are rhetorical strategies used to construct the enemy in far-right populist 

discourse?  

The analysis reveals a systematic use of rhetorical and discursive strategies by Trump, Orbán, and 

Bolsonaro to construct enemies in a way that is both politically polarizing and deeply gendered and 

emotionally charged. Drawing on Wodak’s (2015) Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA), the analysis 

identifies repeated patterns of crisis narratives, scapegoating, labeling groups as outsiders or threats 

(nomination) and attributing negative qualities (predication) that serve to position enemies as existential 

threats to both the nation and social order. Additionally, the enemies are consistently feminized (e.g., 

framed as weak, emotional), infantilized (e.g., portrayed as naïve or irrational), or pathologized (e.g., 

described as mentally unstable, deviant, or criminal). These discursive patterns align with Judith Butler’s 

(1997) notion of performative power, where language not only describes but enacts social hierarchies. In 

this context, rhetorical strategies do not just insult political opponents, but they reaffirm a gendered social 

order in which strength, reason, and authority are male-coded and claimed by the speaker. 

In all three speeches analyzed, rhetorical antagonism is expressed through narratives of moral panic and 

national decline, where political enemies are linked to broader cultural fears, immigration, LGBTQ+ rights, 

feminism, and cosmopolitanism. These are often described as undermining the nuclear family, national 

sovereignty, and "traditional values". Such framing resonates with Stanley’s (2018) conception of fascist 

politics, which centers on a nostalgic return to an imagined past and the identification of internal enemies. 

Additionally, enemy construction is emotionally performative. Far-right leaders generate fear, disgust, and 

moral outrage, effectively shaping the emotional state of their audiences. This performativity aligns with 

Moffitt’s (2016) theory of populism as a political style, where leaders create crises and antagonisms to 

position themselves as the only viable protectors of "the people". 
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6.2 RQ2: How do far-right populist leaders perform masculinity as part of their political 

communication?  

The analysis shows that performative masculinity is central to far-right populist communication. It is used 

not only to construct the leader's persona but also to legitimize political authority and unify followers. In 

the speeches analyzed, masculinity is a strategic performance that communicates ideological stances, 

reinforces social hierarchies, and draws symbolic boundaries between “us” and “them”. 

Following Moffitt’s (2016) theory of populism as a political style, these leaders engage in the performative 

display of traits associated with hegemonic masculinity: aggression, stoicism, decisiveness, and control. 

Their speech acts frequently embody what Connell (2005) terms hegemonic masculinity, a culturally 

superior form of male identity that positions itself in opposition to femininity, queerness, and weakness. 

In each case, masculinity is communicated through verbal cues, but also through tone, posture, 

references to violence, military imagery, and family structures. 

For example, Bolsonaro’s reference to his wife as "not by my side but in front of me" and his 

encouragement to “single men” to find a “princess” constructs a patriarchal vision of leadership that is 

both paternal and religious. Similarly, Trump’s repeated self-framing as a victim-hero, surviving “witch 

hunts”, creates a masculine martyrdom, presenting himself as a falsely accused hero who endured trials 

on behalf of the nation. Orbán similarly uses traditional values filled  rhetoric to the Hungarian nation as a 

family under threat, invoking the imagery of the strong patriarch defending his people. 

These performances intersect with nationalist and religious imaginaries, reinforcing the idea that 

masculine strength is necessary to protect the “people” from feminized or deviant enemies. In this way, 

masculinity becomes a political ideology and a moral imperative. It is not just the content of their 

messages, but the way they are delivered, through emotional intensity, aggressive diction, and symbolic 

posturing, that consolidate their populist appeal. 

From a media and communication studies perspective, this suggests that masculinity functions as a 

communicative strategy rather than a static identity. The leaders do not simply express masculinity; they 

construct it through performative repetition in front of both live and mediated audiences. This echoes 

Butler’s (1990) notion of gender as performative, wherein identity is constituted through repeated acts. In 

this case, the populist leader performed masculinity in ways that are legible, emotional, and politically 

potent for their base. 
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6.3 RQ3: How do these two elements interact in shaping far-right populist leaders  

The findings of this thesis reveal that the construction of gendered enemies and the performance of 

hegemonic masculinity are not separate rhetorical strategies but are mutually reinforcing elements that 

shape the identity and authority of far-right populist leaders. These two dimensions, rhetorical antagonism 

and gendered self-stylization, function together to create a highly emotional and ideologically coherent 

model of leadership centered on crisis, confrontation, and cultural restoration. 

In all three case studies, far-right populist leaders present themselves as strong, masculine protectors of 

the nation under threat. This leadership persona relies heavily on the discursive production of enemies. 

The “other” becomes the symbolic opposite of the leader’s self-presentation: where the leader is rational, 

decisive, and loyal, the enemy is irrational, corrupt, and disloyal. This dichotomy echoes Wodak’s (2015) 

politics of fear but also highlights the role of masculinity as a political tool for building legitimacy and 

cohesion. 

Through Butler’s (1990) theory of performativity, we understand that gender is not merely referenced but 

enacted in public speech, often through extravagant repetition of language, posture, and emotional tone. 

The leaders analyzed in this thesis repeatedly express traits of masculinity, such as control, threat 

readiness, sacrifice, and fatherhood, to reinforce their political ideology. This performance is meaningful 

only in relation to its opposite: the constructed enemy, often described using language associated with 

weakness, softness, irrationality, or perversion. 

This discursive and embodied contrast is central to Moffitt’s (2016) understanding of populism as a 

political style, which depends on the ongoing dramatization of crisis and the personalization of politics. 

Masculine performance and enemy construction operate together to sustain this style: the more 

dangerous the enemy, the more justified the leader's assertive, often authoritarian posture. In this way, 

masculinity becomes both symbolic armor and narrative justification, the leader must be strong because 

the threats are urgent and existential. 

From a socio-cognitive perspective (van Dijk, 2008), this interaction also activates shared mental models 

of leadership and national identity. Supporters are encouraged to see the leader as a symbolic father, 

warrior, or moral redeemer. The emotional connection between speaker and audience is thus formed not 

only through ideology but through embodied performative cues, and the fictional urgency of gendered 

protection. 
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6.4 Reflections  

This study set out to investigate how far-right populist leaders construct gendered enemies and perform 

masculinity as part of their rhetorical and political strategy. What the findings of the analysis showed is a 

clearer understanding of the communicative patterns these leaders rely on and most importantly a deeper 

exploration of how gender is used as a political tool, a resource for shaping identities, drawing boundaries, 

and legitimizing exclusion.  

From a broader societal view, the findings highlight that far-right populist discourse is not just anti-elite or 

anti-globalist, but it is deeply gendered and moralized. The symbolic connection of political opponents 

with weakness, deviance, or femininity, and the self-styling of leaders as hypermasculine saviours, shows 

how gender roles are central to the far right’s appeal and its political strategy. This confirms that far-right 

rhetoric is not reactive to political grievances but functions as a cultural backlash (Inglehart & Norris, 

2017), resisting the perceived erosion of traditional gender hierarchies, family values, and national 

sovereignty. Additionally, the findings align with the growing anti-gender movement directed against 

issues such as women's reproductive rights as well as, more recently, gay and trans rights, and the 

visibility of anti-normative queer identities in public (Volk, 2025). Gender becomes an empty signifier for 

progressive ideas about social order that the far-right is adamant to oppose and erase.  

Revisiting the problematization, this thesis contributes to understanding how discourses of gender and 

power are used in contemporary media environments. As noted in the introductory chapters, 

while research has addressed the ideological foundations of populism, less attention has been given to 

how masculinity is performed and weaponized in populist discourse. This thesis helps fill that gap, offering 

insights into how language and performance interact to produce political authority in ways that normalize 

gendered violence and reassert patriarchal order in the form of national protection.  

Some of the results aligned with expectations, such as the use of moral panic, the portrayal of enemies 

as feminized or deviant, and the repetition of binary oppositions. However, an unexpected finding was the 

emotional complexity of masculine performance. In several instances, particularly with Trump and 

Bolsonaro, masculinity was expressed through frames of martyrdom, suffering, and victimhood. These 

“soft” registers of masculine crisis, being wronged, silenced, or betrayed, were used to strengthen the 

leaders’ emotional connection with their base, presenting themselves not just as protectors but as fellow 

victims of a corrupt system. This combination of vulnerability and strength adds complexity to Connell’s 

(2005) model of hegemonic masculinity and suggests that far-right leaders selectively incorporate emotive 

registers to humanize their authoritarian postures and connect with their base. 

Another important takeaway relates to the different faces of masculinity as a communicative tool. While 

all three leaders perform hegemonic masculinity, they do so in different ways, religious paternalism in 

Bolsonaro, self-made personal success and elite defiance in Trump, and moral-ethnonational authority in 

Orbán. This insight emphasizes the value of using a cultural lens while also highlighting the risks of over-

generalization in masculinity studies. Hegemonic masculinity, while global in form, is local in expression, 

shaped by cultural traits and media systems.  
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The findings also have implications for how we study political communication. They point out that rhetoric 

and performance must be analyzed together, particularly when examining figures whose appeal is 

performative and emotionally charged. Discourse is not limited to language, it is also expressed through 

posture, voice, repetition, and the staging of identity. This thesis, by integrating Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) with gender theory and performance analysis, offers a model for studying these dimensions 

together.  

 

6.5 Conclusion  

This thesis has examined how far-right populist leaders construct gendered enemies and perform 

masculinity as core components of their political communication. Through a critical discourse analysis of 

selected speeches by Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán, and Jair Bolsonaro, the study has shown that these 

leaders rely on antagonistic rhetoric and on the embodied performance of power and gender to shape 

their populist identities. The use of masculinity in their discourse functions as a deeply strategic and 

symbolic mechanism for reinforcing authority, cultivating emotional resonance, and legitimizing 

exclusion.  

 

More generally, the thesis contributes to media and communication studies by arguing that populist 

discourse cannot be fully understood without examining embodied identity and gender performativity. In 

an age of escalating democratic backsliding and increasingly vicious culture wars, it is imperative to 

understand how masculinity is rhetorically and symbolically weaponized in order to decode the attraction 

and threat of far-right populism today. 

 

Contributions and Research Gap 

While much existing literature addresses far-right populism, relatively few studies analyze the intersection 

of gender and discourse with the performative aspect. This thesis fills that gap by showing how masculine 

performance and gendered enemy construction operate as mutually reinforcing strategies in far-right 

leadership. 

It builds a bridge between populism studies, feminist theory, and critical discourse analysis, contributing 

a multi-theoretical and empirically based account of how gender and power intersect in contemporary 

political rhetoric. 

Limitations and Future Research 

One limitation is the focus on major speeches, which, while significant, do not capture the full discursive 

ecosystem (e.g., social media, interviews, policy documents). Additionally, this study focused on male 

leaders. Future work might examine how female far-right leaders adopt, challenge, or reconstruct these 

masculine codes. 
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Future research could also explore reception, how audiences interpret and reproduce these gendered 

narratives, or conduct longitudinal analysis to trace changes over time. Comparative work across regions, 

or interdisciplinary approaches combining linguistics with political psychology, would further add to field. 

Finally, future research could also delve deeper into the visual analysis of public performances of far-right 

leaders. Public performances such as speeches, interviews, and rallies are opportunities for far-right 

leaders to present themselves in a certain way that would allow them to come closer with their supporters. 

Such performances are usually filled with hypermasculine movements such as military salutes, raised 

fists and calls for revenge and justice. An analysis of these performances would further add to the study 

of masculinist political identity. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Detailed Analysis Guide 

Category Guiding Questions 

1. Socio-political and 
historical context/ 
Crisis narrative 
(Enemy construction) 

What is the political, social, or historical backdrop? What recent 
events or crises are referenced? 

2. Language of 

antagonism (Wodak) 

Who is the “enemy” (Scapegoating)? How are they labelled 
(nomination)? What traits are attributed (predication)?  

3. Binary opposition 
(Enemy construction) 

What “us vs. them” narratives are presented? (e.g., moral/immoral, 
strong/weak, masculine/feminine) 

4. Performative 
masculinity (Butler, 
Connell) 

How is masculinity enacted? What kind of masculine ideal is being 
performed? How is femininity (or queerness/otherness) excluded or 
degraded? 

5. Hegemonic masculinity 
(Connell) 

Is leadership equated with male dominance, rationality, physical 
power, or protection? How is the ideal leader gendered? 

6. Discourse strategies 
(Wodak - DHA) 

What rhetorical devices are used (repetition, metaphors, 
exaggeration, slogans)?  

7.Visual/Embodied 
Performance (Moffitt) 
 

What tone, gestures, facial expressions, or crowd interactions  
reinforce the speech? How do these reflect masculinity? 

 

8. Moral & Ideological 
positioning ( Dijk-SCA) 

How is morality constructed? How is the speaker positioned as 
righteous or chosen? Are religion, family, or history invoked? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



(64) 

 

59 

Appendix 2 

Links to all 3 speeches 

1. Donald Trump (Waco Rally, 2023): 

https://www.rev.com/transcripts/donald-trump-hosts-first-2024-presidential-campaign-

rally-in-waco-texas-transcript 

 

2. Viktor Orbán (Tusványos Speech, 2024):  

https://miniszterelnok.hu/en/speech-by-prime-minister-viktor-orban-at-the-33rd-

balvanyos-summer-free-university-and-student-camp/ 

 

3. Jair Bolsonaro (Independence Day, 2022):  

https://www.poder360.com.br/eleicoes/leia-a-integra-do-discurso-de-bolsonaro-

durante-ato-em-brasilia/ 
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