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Abstract 

This thesis studies the impact of a major external event on the discourse of domestic populist 

parties. By using a Most Similar Systems Design and a discursive tracing method, this thesis 

examines the effect of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on the populist discourse in speeches 

and statements made by Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki of the PiS party in Poland and 

prime minister Viktor Orbán of Fidesz in Hungary between January 2021 and December 2022. 

Despite the fact that both parties are situated in a post-communist Central Eastern Europe, a 

difference in discursive changes between the two parties is observed. While Fidesz partially 

adapted its narratives, PiS’ discourse was affirmed and reinforced by Morawiecki’s strong crisis 

framing. The analysis demonstrates that while populist discourse is able to remain coherent 

when challenged by systemic shocks that threaten the core elite-people divide, there are limits 

to this flexibility. This thesis suggests that international events can challenge the discursive 

flexibility of domestic populist discourses, because they are constrained by their pre-existing 

identification of the populist divide.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has been widely described as the largest crisis for 

European security in decades. For Eastern European states such as Poland, the Russian invasion 

has been framed as an existential threat to their stability and historical identity (Cadier & 

Szulecki, 2020). While much of the literature has focused on the systemic implications of the 

Russian invasion, less attention has been paid to its use in domestic politics. Previous research 

has concluded that changes in the international system can create favourable conditions in the 

domestic political party competition for the rise and proliferation of populist parties (Verbeek 

& Zaslove, 2017).  

In other words, changing conditions in international relations could change the efforts 

of domestic political actors by affecting the political opportunity structure. The research within 

the ‘second-image reversed’ tradition allows for seeing international events as a cause of 

changes in domestic political discourse, such as those of populist parties.  An example of such 

international events are international crises, which can be seen as a potential catalyst of those 

efforts.  

1.1 A populist response to crisis 

When examining crisis, there is a conceptual difference between the objectivist and subjectivist 

approach to defining a crisis. Since the interest in this thesis lies with narratives and framing, 

and with how international crises are interpreted within domestic political discourse, a 

subjectivist approach to crisis has been adopted (Verbeek, 2020; Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). 

This interpretative view is exemplified in the famous Mandarin meaning of the word crisis, 

which consists of a double meaning: danger and opportunity. Populists appeared to have 

understood this second Mandarin meaning of crisis well. Crises have been theorised in previous 

research to be an important part of populism: populists ‘perform’ crises and use them as a 

political opportunity. Populists identify a threat, undermine the trust in the elites by heightening 

the perception of that threat, simplify complex problems and demand strong leadership (Moffit, 

2015)1.  

                                                
1 The theoretical purpose of the concept of crisis is thus that it sets it apart from other political parties: Populist 

parties use an international crises to strengthen their political discourse. The only thing that counts for a populist 

is their domestic political position.  
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The core of populism lies in the antagonistic divide between the ‘good people’ and ‘evil elites’, 

which is the most widely used characteristic of populism (Mudde, 2004). As a consequence, 

within populist discourse, international situations get interpreted through this antagonistic 

populist lens. Objectively defining an international situation as a crisis is not central to a 

populist, as long as said international situation can be framed as a threat to the ‘pure people’. 

Objective systemic or domestic implications are of lesser importance to populists than the 

framed danger to ‘the pure people’. Only when, in the populist’s perception, the constructed 

people are under a perceived existential threat, an international situation is framed as a crisis 

(Mudde, 2004; Wojczewski, 2020). So, establishing an international event as a crisis is a result 

of framing it as an existential threat for ‘the pure people’ caused by ‘evil elites’.  

While populism is defined using the ideational approach, a discursive perspective is 

used to analyse how populist actors adapt and affirm their narratives. The discursive approach 

by Ernesto Laclau and its dichotomy in populist discourse between 1) the identification of the 

people and 2) an antagonistic divide between the ‘good’ and ‘evil’, allows for the identification 

of the structure of populist discourses (Stavrakakis, 2004). Populist discourses, based on the 

elite-people divide, provide a discursive framework through which international events are 

interpreted by political actors (Chryssogelos & Meibauer, 2025; Miskimmon et al., 2024; 

Wajner, 2022). The research question that follows from this is:  

 

To what extent and how do international crises lead to affirmation or adaptation of populist 

discourse? 

 

Major international events form a challenge to an already pre-existing domestic populist 

discourse structured around the people-elite divide. By crisis framing, populists interpret 

international events as threats to the ‘pure people’ caused by failing elites. This framing means 

that major international events can lead to a affirmation or adaptation of the domestic populist 

discourse, depending on the extent to which these events are compatible with the pre-existing 

discourse.   

This argument builds upon the idea of “discursive flexibility” of populist discourse, as 

Chryssogelos and Meibauer named it (2025, p.9). Populist actors are able to be flexible in how 

they react to international events, without abandoning their core populist discourse. However, 

the interest in this paper lies with the boundaries of this flexibility. On the one hand, 

international crises might be incorporated into pre-existing populist discourses, while on the 
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other hand, they might challenge existing narratives and lead to discursive adaptation. This 

leads to a tension between discursive affirmation and discursive adaptation in the populist 

discourse.  

The Russian invasion of Ukraine can be understood as such a challenging or dislocating 

moment for pre-existing populist discourses. In the discursive approach to populism, 

dislocation is a situation in which events cannot be easily explained by the existing discursive 

framework of a populist party and creates pressure for reinterpretation (Laclau, 2005; Marchart, 

2014). International crises are capable of providing a dislocating moment because they force 

political actors to incorporate the events in their political discourse. However, the degree to 

which this is possible depends on how much an international event is compatible with the pre-

existing political discourse.  

Figure 1: The conceptual model of the theoretical mechanism  

The model reflects the discussion above: when an international situation occurs (X), populist 

actors frame (Z) it through narratives. This framing acts as an intervening variable between how 

the international event is interpreted within the pre-existing populist discourse. When the event 

can be easily interpreted, it leads to discursive affirmation. When it challenges the coherence 

of the existing discourse, it creates pressure for reinterpretation, resulting in discursive 

adaptation.  

1.2 Research design and relevance 

To analyse this causal mechanism, two cases in a Most Similar Systems Design (MSSD) have 

been analysed: the Hungarian Fidesz party and the Polish Law and Justice, or PiS, party. Both 

parties are widely classified as populist actors and are part of a larger set of post-communist 

states in the region. Yet, the discursive reaction to the invasion of Ukraine of Fidesz and PiS 

differed from each other. Fidesz demonstrated a higher degree of discursive adaptation, as they 

were having more difficulty fitting  an aggressive Russia into their populist discourse. In 

contrast, PiS’ framing after the Russian invasion reinforced their populist narratives, affirming 

Russia’s antagonistic role in their populist discourse. This difference allows for an analysis of 

how two broadly similar populist actors respond to the same major international event under 

different discursive conditions.   

existing populist discourse: international situation X  crisis framing Z(intervening mechanism) 

 discourse affirmation or adaptation Y 
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Empirically, this has been investigated by discursively tracing the populist narratives of both 

parties. Speeches and statements by Viktor Orbán and Mateusz Morawiecki from 2021 and 

2022 have been used to analyse this. This data allows for a structural analysis of narratives, 

crisis framing, and the construction of the antagonistic divide between ‘the people’ and ‘the 

elites’.  

This research contributes to the field of foreign policy analysis in multiple ways. First, 

it uses narratives as an intervening variable to observe how populist discourses change as a 

result of international crises. Second, it contributes to the research on the behaviour of populist 

actors in times of systemic uncertainty. Third, this research analyses how populist actors use 

crises to reinforce their domestic political discourse. And fourth, this thesis shows that crises 

can also explain the discursive (instability) of a populist discourse.  

In addition to the scientific relevance, the findings of this thesis allow citizens to 

recognize and understand how populists are able to exploit international crises. Having the 

knowledge of the constant populist crisis performance and, as Mark Rhinard (2019) would 

argue, the crisisification of policymaking, is crucial since the framing of every situation as a 

crisis legitimizes radical policies. Thus, being aware of this is important for producing 

democratically resilient citizens. Also, for European policy-makers it is useful to understand 

that leaders in general, not just populists, are constrained by their respective domestic 

discourses. This means that leaders cannot so easily change their narratives, because they would 

risk dislocation and a loss of credibility.  

This thesis proceeds as follows. In chapter two, the theoretical outline of this thesis will 

be discussed. It will consist of the evaluation of the second-image reversed approach, the 

construction of a populist pre-existing discourse, the analysis of how populists use crisis 

framing and performance to strengthen their populist discourse, and will end with the proposal 

of two theoretical expectations. In the third chapter, the methodological choices will be 

justified. The research design will be covered in more detail, as well as the choice for discourse 

analysis, discursive tracing and the choice of data. Moreover, in this chapter the 

operationalization of the most important concepts is discussed. In chapter four, the central 

analysis of this thesis will be done, testing the expectations with which chapter two ended. 

Lastly, in chapter five, I will end with the conclusion and a reflection on academic limitations, 

with recommendations for further research.  
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2 THEORETICAL OUTLINE 

In this chapter, a theoretical outline will be developed to explain under which conditions pre-

existing populist discourses are adapted or affirmed when confronted by a major international 

incident. It consists of the following parts. First, the second-image reversed approach will be 

explained. Second, the pre-existing populist discourse will be operationalized. Third, the 

subjectivist approach and crisis performance are explained as the intervening mechanism. This 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the theoretical expectations regarding the circumstances 

under which a pre-existing populist discourse is reaffirmed or adapted.   

2.1 Second Image Reversed  

For a long time, the scholars on International Relations and Comparative Politics operated each 

within their own field. For the International Relations scholar who is purely interested in 

explaining system level dynamics, the domestic political systems are at best an intervening or 

independent variable, but in most cases irrelevant (Gourevitch, 1978). This ‘second image’ 

approach stresses how domestic political structures can shape foreign policy and thereby the 

international system. Conversely, Peter Gourevitch argues that changes in the development of 

the international system can influence domestic political outcomes as well (Gourevitch, 1978). 

This approach has been called by Gourevitch, the ‘second-image reversed’ approach, 

turning around the causal arrows. According to this approach, changes in the international 

system and international pressures, such as wars, economic crises and changes in the balance 

of power, can constrain domestic political structures and restructure domestic political party 

conflict (Gourevitch, 1978; Verbeek & Zaslove, 2025). So, international shocks can influence 

domestic politics, such as the nature of party competition, as well as cause changes in the 

international system itself.  

This insight is useful for understanding how international events enter domestic political 

discourses. Major international events challenge existing political narratives and force domestic 

actors to reinterpret them within their own ideology. The second-image reversed approach 

therefore, is the logic through which international events can impact domestic populist 

discourse. 

2.2 Pre-existing Populist Discourse  

2.2.1 The populist worldview 

Over the last few decades, a large amount of literature has emerged on the concept of populism. 

This has resulted in a wide range of theoretical approaches, including conceptualising populism 
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as a strategy, as a thin ideology, a political style, or as a constructed discourse. Despite this 

wide array of conceptualisations, some approaches have been more influential than others. 

Among the most prominent approaches are Ernesto Laclau’s discursive and Cas Mudde’s 

ideational approach. 

On first glance, the arguments made by Laclau do not seem so different from the 

arguments made by Mudde. In both conceptualizations, the antagonistic divide between the 

people and the elite is a central part of populist parties. However, below the surface it becomes 

apparent that between the approaches, there is a fundamentally different view on the nature of 

populism. Mudde’s ideational approach sees populism as a thin ideology, while Laclau sees 

populism as a discursive practice. Mudde shows what populism’s ideology is, Laclau shows 

how populists construct the people in the antagonistic divide.  

To this thesis, both views on populism are of importance, though not equally. The 

ideational approach merely provides a clear definition of populism as a thin-centred ideology 

structured around the antagonistic divide between the people and the elites. The discursive 

approach, in contrast, provides insight into the mechanism through which populist actors 

construct narratives and interpret major international incidents, which is of a more central 

importance to this thesis. So, the difference between the ideational and discursive approach is 

that the former shows what populism is, whereas the latter shows the mechanism of how the 

people and elites in the populist divide are constructed. 

Although there has been a lot of debate on the definition of populism, populism 

generally contains two claims. The first claim is that politics should represent the will of the 

‘people’, who are seen as ‘pure’ and thus uncorrupted by the elites. The second claim is that the 

‘evil’ elites or establishment are failing to represent the people (Otjes & Louwerse, 2015). This 

divide also lies at the heart of the ideational approach. The ideational approach defines populism 

as a thin-centred ideology, at which the divide between the people and elites lies at the core 

(Mudde, 2004). The relationship between the people and the elites is of a Manichean nature, 

meaning that they are divided into two opposing, antagonistic forces: good versus evil. For the 

populist worldview, this means that the ‘evil’ elites are abusing the rights and sovereignty of 

the ‘good’ people (Mudde, 2004).  

The ideational approach is adopted to define populism as a thin ideology. That is 

because this definition provides a clear conceptualization of the core elements of populism, 

namely the Manichean divide between the people and the elites. This ideological definition of 

populism is the structure within which populist actors interpret political events, while the 

discursive approach is used to analyse how these interpretations are constructed. 
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Although its wide use, the ideational approach has also been criticized. Giorgos Katsambekis 

(2022) argues that the ideational approach sees the people as one homogeneous group, while in 

reality, populist movements bring together very different and distinct groups. In addition, 

Katsambekis argues that the moralism (‘pure’ versus ‘evil’) central to the ideational approach 

is too narrow (Katsambekis, 2022). Despite these criticisms, the ideational approach clearly 

defines the central elements of populist ideology. Mudde’s theory still provides the ideological 

structure through which populist actors interpret political events. At the same time, these 

criticisms point out the importance of analysing how the ‘people’ is discursively constructed. 

If populists are able to unite different people from different groups with different grievances 

into one homogeneous group, it becomes important to analyse how populist actors link these 

different demands into one homogeneous group. To address these limitations, the ideational 

approach will therefore be supplemented by the discursive approach. 

2.2.2 Discursive Approach  

To theorize the mechanism on how populist parties frame and discursively construct the 

antagonistic divide, the work by Laclau is used. Central in Laclau’s work is discourse, which 

according to him is “the ensemble of the phenomena in and through which social production of 

meaning takes place, an ensemble that constitutes a society as such” (Laclau in Stavrakakis, 

2004, p.256). This ‘network of meaning’ is centrally constituted around ‘signifiers’, or ‘nodal 

points’. For populism, the signifier, or point around which the populist discourse is located, is 

the ‘people’. However, if the only discursive element of populism were the signifier ‘the 

people’, it would not differ as such from other political discourses, such as liberalism. Indeed, 

what sets the populist discourse apart from other political discourses is its antagonistic 

representation between ‘good’ versus ‘evil’, or anti-elitism (Stavrakakis, 2004). 

The discursive separation Laclau identified between the people and elites which 

structures society is what he calls “the Frontier” (Laclau 2005, p.18). This frontier is constructed 

by the ‘articulation’ of societal demands. Articulation, a central concept in Laclau’s work, is 

the process by which different societal antagonistic grievances (cultural, political etc.) are 

combined into one group by claiming that they are the ‘real people’ and pitting them against 

one enemy. The point around which different grievances unite, being the people as well as the 

elite, is the ‘empty signifier’. ‘Empty’, because its meaning can mean different demands and 

grievances bundled up into one big group (Salter, 2016; Chryssogelos & Meibauer, 2025). The 

‘empty signifier’ can, for example, explain how the concept of the ‘elite’ can shift over time 

from ‘Brussels’ to ‘Migrants’. 
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Populism as discourse, inspired by Laclau’s theory, has been adapted in many different fields, 

including foreign policy analysis. For example, by Thorsten Wojczewski (2020) in his article 

on securitization theory and Trumpian discourse, or by Georg Löfflmann on how security 

narratives mobilized the Republican voters (Meibauer & Chryssogelos, 2025). However, the 

discursive approach, as discussed, has also been criticized. Salter (2016) points out that 

although Laclau provides a strong theoretical mechanism, he failed to incorporate “fantasmic 

representations” and integrate fantasy, such as the idea of academics in their “cosy ivory tower”, 

in his theory. Without this element, Laclau could not explain how some discourses stick with 

the general public (Salter, 2016, p.124).  

In addition, Laclau’s theory has been critiqued for failing to engage with real-world 

power structures. Laclau sees the linking of different demands as an open and equal process. In 

other words, as a process where every demand can be politicized. Therefore, Laclau ignores 

class, gender, and ethnic factors, which are known to constrain the ability of some demands to 

be politicized in the ‘real’ world (Maiguashca, 2019). 

Despite this critique, the discursive approach remains the most useful tool to analyse 

the causal mechanism. By seeing the elite-people divide as a discursive (and thus changing) 

concept, it allows me to observe how populists are able to constantly rearticulate the 

antagonistic frontier in reacting to major international events. This discursive flexibility, as 

coined by Chryssogelos & Meibauer (2025), ensures that the people-elite divide remains at the 

core of the populist domestic discourse, even when confronted by a major international incident. 

Within this theoretical outline, the populist discourse can be understood as a ‘pre-

existing’ discourse which is structured around the antagonistic divide between the people and 

the elites. ‘Pre-existing’ because it is constructed before it is challenged by an external event. 

Through articulation, different political demands are linked around the ‘empty signifiers’ of the 

people and the elite, which results in a (relatively) stable discourse in which actors are 

constantly framed as ‘enemies of the people’ and others as the ‘pure people’. As a result, when 

major international events take place, they enter domestic politics by being interpreted within 

this pre-existing discursive framework. 

2.3 Crisis Performance and Framing 

The pre-existing populist discourse is affected by international events through the mechanism 

of crisis framing. This requires a conceptualization of crisis as a subjective concept. 
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2.3.1 Crisis as a subjective concept 

The concept ‘Crisis’ has been central in the social sciences, and has notably been used by 

authors such as Karl Marx and Jürgen Habermas. However, not surprisingly, the roots of the 

concept can be found with the Greeks, who used crisis as a medicinal, theological, or legal 

concept meaning to "choose," to "judge," to "decide"; as a means of " measuring oneself," to 

"quarrel,” or “to fight” (Koselleck, 2006, p.358). Koselleck (2006) categorises the uses of crisis 

into four categories, of which the fourth, ‘permanent’ crisis, is arguably the most interesting.  

By treating crisis as a permanent condition, he aims to describe the modern sense of 

crisis. It is the most unsettling view of crisis because it has become a constant feature of modern 

life. According to Kosellech, the coining of every situation as a crisis has changed the core 

meaning of the concept. As a result, it loses its power to designate a situation where action is 

really needed (Koselleck, 2006).  An example of this dynamic can be found in the work of Mark 

Rhinard, in which he argues that the decision-making in the European Union in the last decade 

has become captured by crisis-oriented thinking. This ‘crisisification’ of policy-making is 

aimed at finding the next urgent event and creating new narratives on the purpose of the EU 

(Rhinard, 2019).  

In addition to having become an important theme in rhetoric, crisis has also been linked 

to failure (of the financial and political system, democracy, etc.). Failure has been described by 

Colin Hay to be a precondition for a crisis to occur: “crisis is ‘a condition in which failure is 

identified and widely perceived, a condition in which systemic failure has become politically 

and ideationally mediated’” (Hay 1995, in Moffitt, 2015, p.197). Viewed this way, crisis 

perception depends on actor framing.  

Here, a distinction is made between the objectivist and subjectivist view on crisis. 

Scholars within the subjectivist camp would argue that the sense of urgency coming with the 

crisis and the nature of the crisis heavily depends on the actors’ predisposed perceptions. Or, as 

Uriel Rosenthal and Alexander Kouzmin called it, “Crises are in the eyes of their beholders” 

(Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997, p.285).  An objective statement on what is and what is not a 

crisis is thus extremely difficult to make. In contrast with this subjectivist approach to defining 

crisis, there is an objectivist approach as well. An objectivist would argue that a crisis 

existentially endangers a(n) (international) system, without taking different actors’ 

interpretations into account (Verbeek, 2020; Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). If one adopts this 

approach, it means taking a step back and examining the implications of an international 

situation for the international system. This enables for an objective determination whether or 

not a situation is a crisis.  
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Both these approaches can be used analytically well: the objectivist approach for determining 

objective threats to the international system (or domestic political system), the subjectivist 

approach to analyse narratives, framing, and perceptions. Nonetheless, the subjectivist view on 

crisis has been taken as the main approach because of two reasons.  

First, this thesis focuses on the interpretation of international events by populist actors. 

The discursive reaction and interpretation of a populist actor depend on the pre-existing 

discourse. This means that the interest lies with a subjective interpretation of an international 

event. The second reason is that the theoretical framework shows that the same international 

event can lead to different domestic political outcomes, depending on the way said event is 

interpreted by the domestic populist parties. As a result, the subjectivist understanding of crisis 

implies that international incidents must be discursively constructed as a crisis by political 

actors. This allows for an analysis on how populist actors frame crises in line with their pre-

existing discourse.  

2.3.2 How populists perform crises   

Most scholars stress that crisis is a central element of populism (Hall, 2020). Cas Mudde and 

Christobal Kaltwasser (2017) stress that populism gains popularity in times of perceived crisis. 

In their work, plenty of examples are given of unstable situations where populism capitalised 

on. Argentinian, Brazilian, but also South-Korean and Taiwanese populists all were able to 

capitalise on unstable economic situations for which the elites were blamed (Mudde & 

Kaltwasser, 2017). Interestingly enough, both scholars stress that populists themselves are part 

of the created urgency and will argue that the situation (framed as a crisis) requires “bold action” 

and “common sense solutions.” (Mudde & Kaltwasser, p.64). In addition, they argue that the 

success of a populist actor depends largely on their ability to develop a credible narrative around 

a situation to create the sense of a crisis.  

So, populism thrives when large parts of the electorate believe that the political elites 

have failed to represent ‘the people’. Major international incidents thus allow populists to 

reinforce the elite-people divide and thereby make anti-elitist narratives more credible. The 

successful framing of an external event strengthens the core populist claim, namely that politics 

is controlled by the ‘evil elites’ but should be in the hands of the general will of the ‘pure’ 

people.  

One could thus rightly state that “one’s crisis is often another’s opportunity” (Rosenthal 

& Kouzmin, 1997, p.285). This may be truer for populists than for other politicians. In this 

context, the work of Benjamin Moffitt is of importance. Rather than treating populism as a 
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separate phenomenon, Benjamin Moffitt conceptualizes populism as a political style based on 

crisis performance. He builds his argument on the work of Laclau (Moffitt, 2015). Moffitt 

argues that crisis is a central element in the populists’ identity. According to him, populists 

name, amplify and perform a crisis. Crisis is therefore a central internal element of populism. 

By framing a particular issue, such as a migration problem or war, as an existential threat, 

populists create a sense of urgency in need of a strong alternative. This mechanism is 

performative in the sense that populists extensively use media and simplified rhetoric to convey 

the message that a situation is urgent (Moffitt, 2015). 

This performance can be summarised in six steps. The first step is the identification of 

the policy failure to bring it to a matter of urgency. To elevate this to a crisis, it is more 

successful if the political matter already has some salience, for example, a worsening economic 

situation. The second step is elevating it to a level of crisis. He adds to Laclau here, arguing that 

the linkage of grievances occurs through a process of populist performance. Through rallies and 

political performances, populists link heterogeneous failures together as part of a massive elite 

failure. Now the crisis is constructed, in the third step, the elites are framed as being responsible, 

sharpening the elite-people divide. The fourth step is the ‘dramatization and spectacularization’ 

of the crisis. Presenting themselves as the only solvers of the crisis, able to take decisive actions, 

is the fifth step, and the reproduction and perpetuation of a crisis is the sixth step (Moffitt, 

2015). Moffitt argues that crisis is part of a continuous populist performance and ideological 

reproduction. The constant framing and use of narratives to create a sense of uncertainty and 

urgency justify the existence of the populist party itself.  

The conceptualization of populist crisis performance provides a link between a major 

international incident and its impact on the domestic populist discourse. The relevance of an 

international event to the populist discourse depends on its framing and performance by populist 

actors, which is in line with the subjectivist approach to crises. Moffitt’s theory on crisis 

performance is the mechanism through which external events are framed as domestic useful 

crises, which reinforce the populist ideology. By this process, international incidents enter the 

domestic populist discourse through crisis performance.  

2.3.3 When crises disrupt pre-existing discourses: Dislocation and Articulation  

Whether a crisis then reinforces existing narratives or creates pressure for discursive adaptation, 

however, depends on the extent to which the event can be integrated into the pre-existing 

discourse. To understand this, the concept of dislocation is important. Dislocation occurs when 

an event cannot be explained within the existing discourse (Laclau, 2005; Marchart, 2014). 
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Such moments create pressure for the reinterpretation of events and situations, because the 

previous discourse is unable to explain them. 

Nadine Klopf and Dirk Nabers (2024) build on this and argue that crisis itself is actually 

a discursive dislocation. In their view, crises are recurring moments where shared meanings 

break down. This means that in Klopf and Nabers argue too, that the concept of crisis must be 

seen as an interpretative concept dependent on the subjective views of actors and the manner in 

which they are articulated: “We might well discuss pandemics, recessions, military conflicts, 

hunger, or climate change, but their identification as crises is channelled through interpretative 

practices.” (Klopf & Nabers, 2024, p.2).  

Major international incidents can be understood as so-called ‘ephemeral’ dislocations: 

moments in which previously stabilized meanings and narratives are disrupted and called into 

question (Klopf & Naber, 2024). Dislocations like these have two outcomes. On the one hand, 

they threaten the pre-existing discourse because it cannot explain certain events; on the other 

hand, the dislocated pre-existing produces a lack of meaning in which new discourses are 

formed. Because the pre-existing structure is called into question, political actors are forced to 

make new decisions, which is why Klopf and Naber call it “the root of the democrat 

undertaking” (Klopf & Naber, 2024, p.1; Laclau in Stavrakakis et al., 2019). This understanding 

of dislocation is important because dislocations produce a discursive struggle between the 

previous and new discourses. Seen this way, international incidents only challenge populist 

discourse when they function as dislocations that cannot be successfully integrated into existing 

populist narratives. This produces a transformation of the populist narratives to restore 

discursive coherence.  

In such situations, in which a populist discourse is threatened by possible dislocation, 

populists attempt to rearticulate the situations so that it restores the antagonistic divide. Populist 

actors will try to keep the discourse coherent by linking different element into a coherent 

discourse (Laclau, 2005). In this sense, populists survive external challenges to their discourse 

through language, as they attempt to frame the situation as being part of their coherent populist 

discourse.  

In short, international incidents (X), once transformed into crises through performance 

(Z), lead to different outcomes depending on their compatibility with the pre-existing discourse. 

Where the framing corresponds with the pre-crisis discourse, the result is discursive affirmation. 

When there is less compatibility with the pre-existing discourse and dislocation occurs, the 

result is discursive adaptation through rearticulation. Instead of a full change of the core 

populist discourse itself, discursive adaptation means a rearticulation of the narratives by which 
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the antagonistic divide is constructed. This allows the populist discourse to restore coherence 

when challenged by dislocation. 

2.4 Affirmation versus Adaptation: theoretical expectations 

As mentioned in the second-image reversed approach, international incidents are seen as 

external shocks that have an impact on domestic politics. However, in line with Laclau and 

Benjamin Moffitt, the external shocks are intervened by the mechanism of narrative 

construction and crisis framing. If such events change the populist discourse depends on its 

compatibility with the pre-existing discursive divide between the people and elite. When the 

international incident can easily be integrated into the structure, the populist narrative stays the 

same. However, when the event destabilizes the pre-existing discourse, a dislocation occurs, 

which requires discursive adaptation (Gourevitch 1978; Laclau, 2005; Moffitt, 2015). This 

means that there are two possible expectations: 

Expectation A: if the international incident can be easily articulated as a failure of the 

existing elite or a threat to the existing/defined pure people within the populist discourse, crisis 

framing leads to discursive affirmation. In this instance, the crisis is used as evidence to 

strengthen the pre-existing antagonistic divide. In relation to the invasion of Ukraine, the 

expectation would be that the event is used as proof of previous narratives, which affirms the 

pre-existing discourse. In other words, the expectation is that if an international incident 

corresponds with the pre-existing discourse, meaning that there is no new articulation of the 

antagonistic divide, then crisis framing will function as confirmation of the narrative leading to 

discourse affirmation. (the event is used as proof). 

Expectation B: if the international incident destabilizes the pre-existing populist divide, 

a dislocation occurs, which, through crisis framing, leads to discursive adaptation. Here, the 

narrative will change by re-articulating (in Laclau's terms) or rewriting of the narrative. The 

divide is redefined, so the people-elite divide itself remains intact, even if specific enemies are 

changed. Here, the Russian invasion would threaten the pre-existing discourse, resulting in 

dislocation and discursive adaptation. In other words, if the international incident causes 

dislocation, then crisis framing will function as a re-articulation leading to discursive 

adaptation. (the populist must ‘fix ‘the narrative to keep the populist discourse valid). This 

means that the elite-people divide continues to thrive in the discourse, but the actual narratives 

and content of each term change.   
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3 METHODOLOGY 

chapter aims to outline the method, and consist of the following elements. In the first section, 

the research design will be reviewed, the case selection justified, and consists of a discussion 

of the strengths and limitations. Secondly, I will touch upon discourse analysis and discourse 

tracing as the methodology used to analyse the data. Thirdly, the concepts of discursive 

dislocation, affirmation, adaptation and compatibility are operationalized. And lastly, it will be 

discussed which data are chosen and why.  

3.1 Design 

3.1.1 Multiple Case Study and Most Similar Systems Design (MSSD) 

In the last chapter, two expectations have been derived from the theoretical outline.  They will 

be tested empirically by using a multiple case-study corresponding with the most similar 

(different outcome) systems design (MSSD) using the Polish PiS party and Hungarian Fidesz 

party.  

A case study is the most solid strategy to research a theoretical phenomenon more 

closely to see how it holds up empirically. More specifically, an explanatory case-study will be 

used. This means that the focus lies on explaining how and why a certain event took place, as 

it fits best with the aim of this thesis (Priya, 2020). 

The case selection itself has been made on the basis of two conditions. The first 

condition is that, instead of a single case-study, multiple cases are chosen. The reason for this 

is theoretical. The nature of the research question is inherently comparative: examining and 

comparing the causal mechanisms behind the two outcomes for populist discourses as a result 

of an international event. Therefore, the case-selection flows naturally from the theoretical 

outline. A single case, or ideographic research, could only have shown the underlying 

mechanism of one of the two theoretical expectations by describing one single case, which does 

not fit as well with the nature of the research question (Levy, 2008). 

The second condition for the case-selection is that two cases have been chosen where 

the cause of effect is the same, but the effect itself is different. The aim of this so-called ‘causes-

of-effects’ approach is to explain the specific results of the effect. This contrasts with the 

‘effects-of-causes’ approach, of which the goal is to estimate average effects by the use of 

statistical methods (Crasnow, 2021). This study fits well with the first approach, the ‘causes-

of-effects’, since the aim is to uncover the causal mechanisms leading to the two different 

discursive outcomes. 
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These two conditions, the theoretical accountability and the aim of the study are why a multiple 

case study is the best option. Multiple case-studies are generally more robust, as they are able 

to control data collection errors and are considered more rigorous. However, the disadvantages 

are that multiple case-studies take up more time, require more extensive resources, and make it 

harder to control for other factors (Käss et al., 2024).  

Despite this, as the interest of the thesis lies with observing a causal mechanism in the 

same setting with a different outcome, a multiple case-study is chosen as the most appropriate 

case-study design (Yin, 1981). More specifically, the chosen comparative case-study is the most 

similar (different outcome) systems design (MSSD). Also called ‘Mill’s Method’, this case-

study design determines cases that are similar on many explanatory variables, but different on 

the dependent variable. The aim of this design is to observe variation (Levy, 2008). 

3.1.2 Case Selection: PiS and Fidesz   

Two populist discourses around the Russian invasion of Ukraine, being the discourse 

formulated by the Polish ‘Law and Justice’ (PiS) party and the discourse from the Hungarian 

Fidesz party, will be examined. These cases have been selected due to their similar regional and 

ideological characteristics, and because they show variation in their discursive reaction to the 

same international event.  

The variables held constant are the regional and geopolitical setting, the ideology, the 

position within government, and experience with crisis. While differing on the dependent 

variable, both are cases of parties that are active in Central and Eastern European (CEE) states, 

and have similar modern geopolitical histories. Both states are former members of the 

Communist Eastern Bloc and are part of the Visegrád group of states. Fidesz and PiS are thus 

part of a set of post-communist populist cases. In addition, both parties are classified as populist 

parties, and PiS and Fidesz were each other’s most important ally in CEE Europe for a while 

(Zoltan, 2023).  

Moreover, both parties have used, performed, and capitalized on crises before with 

success, for example, during the migration crisis. This means that they have similar experiences 

with crisis performance, which keeps the typical behaviour of populist actors constant. 

Furthermore, both parties made up a large part of the ruling coalition of parties during the 

chosen time period. This is an important similarity as one would expect the communication of 

opposition parties to differ than those of government parties.  

The relevant time period has been set from the beginning of 2021 to the end of 2022. 

This period is preferred since it would capture the situation before, during, and after the start of 
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the Russian invasion. This provides a full picture of a possible affirmation or adaptation of the 

populist discourse. The annexation of Crimea has been considered as well as an independent 

variable, but has been dismissed for the reason that the 2014 annexation was of a less major 

geopolitical magnitude than the 2022 invasion. To observe the boundaries of populist discursive 

flexibility, I rely on the concept of discursive dislocation, which is triggered by a major shock. 

While the 2022 invasion did provide such a shock for many European political parties, the 

annexation was a less significant challenge. 

Though both cases show some similarities, their discursive reaction to the invasion of 

Ukraine differs. In Poland, the invasion has been framed in strong anti-Russian terms by PiS. 

The invasion validated previous Polish fears of Russian aggression. At the same time, the 

framing projected Poland as a key player in the support of Ukraine. In contrast, the discourse 

of Fidesz has been more ambivalent. The party framed the invasion through narratives of 

national interest and economic stability and avoided anti-Russian narratives (Kopper et al., 

2023; Sus, 2025). A confounding variable that could explain for this divergence may be that 

both states have a difference historical relationship with Russia.  

Other cases have been considered in the context of the Russian invasion. Rassemblement 

National (RN) in France was a strong contender since its political leader, Marine Le Pen, was 

very successful in the use of framing to evade accusations of being pro-Russian (Gilles, 2023). 

However, France has a very different regional and historical context in comparison with 

countries in Central and Eastern (CEE) Europe. Vlaams Belang was an interesting case as well, 

since its leader, Tom van Grieken, famously said he was wrong about Putin, forcing a shift in 

discourse, while at the same time showing a continuity in its discourse because they did not 

support the sanctions (Pauwel, 2023). Vlaams Belang thus has a mixed outcome on the 

dependent variable, which is not theoretically ideal. The same problem can be seen with the 

SPD in the Czech Republic, which, due to its hesitant and vague discourse, was hard to pin 

down. While the party did delete older pro-Russian tweets, they never condemned the invasion 

and called for diplomatic resolutions to the conflict (Havlík & Kluknavská, 2023). So, other 

cases have been considered but have been excluded due to being less comparable and having a 

weaker score on the dependent variable. 

3.1.3 Strengths and Limitations  

Before moving on to the methods used to analyse the data, there are some limitations that need 

to be addressed. In the first place, the issue of internal validity. Internal validity is “the extent 

to which causal statements are supported by the study” (Lewis et al., 2014, p.356). Actually 
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measuring a phenomenon well is difficult in a case-study set in the ‘natural’ world, as one 

cannot control directly for external factors. This leaves the studied event at risk of being 

explained by spurious variables and not the expected factors. Priya (2020) notes that researchers 

should be aware of this and should minimise these risks as much as possible by considering all 

unmeasured factors. Although this thesis tries to cover the internal validity as much as possible 

by controlling for the external event, which in both cases is the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

the risk of unmeasured variables has been considered as well. As discussed in the last section, 

some variables have been held constant, while the variable of historical differences with Russia 

is a possible unmeasured variable that could explain the discursive divergence.  

Secondly, the external validity. This concept covers the question of whether the 

outcomes of the study can be generalized over a broader population. According to some 

scholars, in case-study research, the aim is not to apply the findings to a bigger population or 

another setting, because a case is not based on a sample (Priya, 2020). However, according to 

other scholars, the results from case studies can be applied to a broader population, for example, 

through the use of critical cases. Indeed, case studies according to them, are a fitting method to 

falsify a theory (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Seen this way, a well-chosen case is able to reveal underlying 

causal mechanisms and challenge existing theories. Therefore, the findings of this thesis can be 

generalized to a broader debate on populist discourse and international crises. 

Thirdly, reliability. Reliability is defined as being able to replicate the findings of a 

study using the same methods on the same data. This notion of reliability has mainly emerged 

from the natural and quantitative sciences. However, the social world is not the same as the 

natural world, which means that the methods to study the social world are also different. The 

question is then, if the natural and social sciences have different methods, should reliability then 

be applied to qualitative research the same way as in quantitative research? In this thesis, I 

concur with the argument that both methods are not the same; a certain type of replication is 

needed to ensure reliable and accurate theoretical outcomes. This is why the reliability is 

ensured by showing the procedure leading to the theoretical conclusion. In other words, by 

showing as much as possible which steps in the analysis for which reason and based on which 

data are taken, the reliability of this thesis is guaranteed (Priya, 2020; Lewis et al., 2014). 

3.2 The ‘How’ 

Both the reconstruction of the underlying discursive mechanism, as well as the discursive nature 

of the theoretical framework, require a method which captures discursive mechanisms. This is 

why the chosen method is Discourse Analysis (DA). This method fits well with the theoretical 
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approach taken. The theoretical framework is grounded in the work of Laclau and Benjamin 

Moffitt, who assume that the political reality is subjective. Both scholars argue that the reality 

is discursively constructed and that meaning is constantly reinterpreted through language. 

Therefore, discourse analysis fits best with this theoretical view. 

An alternative method would be qualitative content analysis (QCA), which focuses on 

the systematic coding and categorization of text. QCA is particularly useful for coding and 

counting certain themes, such as the elite, people, or crisis (Mayring, 2014). However, while 

the method allows for a review of specific concepts, it is less able to explain how these concepts 

are interpreted. In contrast, a discourse analysis does have this capability because it is 

specifically concerned with how social realities are constructed and changed through language. 

Roberto Matta defines discourse analysis as: “the term used to group all approaches in qualitative 

research that focus on analysing discursive practices, that is, the nexus of activities, typically linguistic 

or otherwise symbolic, that characterize social practices such as science, politics, religion, and so on.” 

(Matta, 2024, p.369) 

This makes the method very suitable for analysing the populist discourse, where 

meaning is produced through discursive practices and framing. In addition, the method matches 

well with the field of political discourse theory (Glynos et al., 2009).  

However, since the interest also lies with discursive transformations over time, ‘general’ 

discourse analysis is insufficient. Considering this, this study uses a specific form of discourse 

analysis to analyse changes in populist narratives. Namely, discourse tracing. Discourse tracing 

follows the construction of certain discourses. This way, a discourse can be traced and analysed 

for transformations. Moreover, discourse tracing is useful for identifying discursive ‘ruptures’ 

and finding turning points in discursive transformations (LeGreco & Tracy, 2009). Seeing that 

dislocation is a central concept, the fact that discursive tracing is concerned with discursive 

ruptures is particularly useful.  

Furthermore, discourse tracing is focused on how discourses operate on different levels 

of analysis, being macro, meso, and micro (LeGreco & Tracy, 2009). This is of relevance as 

well, since the interest lies with how the 2022 invasion of Ukraine on the international level 

impacted the domestic populist discourse on a lower level. Thus, discourse tracing is suitable, 

since it allows for the tracking of discourses over time, as well as for multi-level analysis. 
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3.3 Operationalization  

To measure the causal mechanism properly, the next step is to make the central concepts of this 

thesis measurable. It is essential that the concepts of dislocation, discursive adaptation, and 

discursive affirmation are operationalized into observable indicators. 

Dislocation. In chapter two, dislocation has been defined as a moment in which a major 

external event exposes the contradictions in the pre-existing populist discourse and can occur 

when events cannot be easily explained by the existing discourse. This creates a lack of meaning 

in need of reinterpretation. A dislocating moment is a threat to the populist discourse because 

populists are not able to explain it without changing their current narratives. Thus, empirical 

indicators for dislocating situations are threefold. 

 First, the pre-existing populist narratives cannot explain the event, which results in the 

breakdown of discursive stability. This could be observed by contradictory statements made 

across the observations, for example, whether the event is a threat or not and who is to blame. 

Consequently, I should be able to observe competing interpretations and co-existing narratives, 

which is the second indicator. The third indicator is the populist’s inability to directly link the 

external event to the pre-existing antagonistic divide. In other words, an absence of linkage 

between the event and the pre-existing discourse signals dislocation.  

One may think that dislocation is fatal for a populist, as one would expect that the 

electorate won’t trust a politician who gives confusing and incoherent interpretations of reality. 

Laclau’s answer to this would be that dislocations provide an opportunity for populists. He 

mentions that the people in a dislocating situation present “two faces”, one that breaks with the 

existing order, and the other presenting order where there is dislocation (Laclau, 2005, p.122). 

Dislocation thus produces a new situation where other conceptualisations of the antagonistic 

divide are made possible. Here, discursive adaptation becomes important.  

Discursive adaptation is defined as the process, following dislocation, whereby populist 

actors reconstruct discursive coherence by rearticulating the antagonistic divide so that the 

external event can be incorporated in the populist discourse. The mechanism here is as follows. 

The framing of the new situation provides low compatibility with the pre-existing populist 

discourse. The populist then rearticulates the antagonistic divide, resulting in discursive 

adaptation. Therefore, the indicators for discursive adaptation include the following.  

First, the rearticulation of the antagonistic divide: a shift in who is seen as the elite or 

enemy, and how the people are defined. Secondly, a shift of blame from one actor to another, 

for example from ‘Brussels’ to ‘immigrants’, and a change of the perceived responsibility for 
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the external event. Both of these indicators consist of the introduction of new actors and 

signifiers into the populist discourse, which is the third indicator. 

The last important concept is discursive reaffirmation. This is defined as the situation 

in which an event, once framed as a crisis, is compatible with the pre-existing discourse. The 

event can be directly articulated within the pre-existing divide, which affirms the pre-existing 

discourse. The mechanism here is as follows. The new situation is highly compatible with the 

pre-existing populist discourse. This means that there is no need for rearticulation of the 

antagonistic divide and results in discursive affirmation.  

Indicators for discursive affirmation include the following. First, direct articulation into 

the pre-existing discourse, which is used as proof of previous claims. This would mean that 

there is no ambiguity in the way the event is framed. Instead, the event is immediately framed 

as a threat to the pre-defined people. Second, repetition of the pre-existing narratives. This 

would include, for example, the use of the same arguments before and after the event. 

Consequently, and thirdly, the signifiers do not change, which means that people and the elite 

stay stable as well as the nature of the antagonism. Fourth, frames are used as ‘proof’ of previous 

claims, which reinforces the pre-existing discourse. Lastly and more generally, I should observe 

no ambivalence to explain the external event. Instead, it is expected that the populist actor 

doubles down on previous narratives.  

Both discursive affirmation and adaptation depend on the compatibility with the pre-

existing discourse. Discursive compatibility is defined as the degree to which an event can be 

articulated within the pre-existing discourse without redefining the core divide. This depends 

on the exact understanding of the pre-existing people and elite, and nature between the two. If 

the framing fits the pre-existing discourse, the result is discursive affirmation. If there is less 

compatibility with the pre-existing discourse, the result is discursive adaptation.  

Table 1: Indicators of dislocation, adaptation and affirmation  

Dislocation  Discursive adaptation Discursive affirmation 

1 Contradictory statements 1 Partial rearticulation of the 

antagonistic divide  

1 Direct articulation of event into 

the pre-existing discourse 

2 Co-existing narratives 2 Shift in blame from one actor to 

the other 

2 Repetition of pre-existing 

narratives 

3 Absence of linkage between 

event and pre-existing divide 

3 Introduction of new actor and 

signifiers 

3 No change in actors and no new 

signifiers 

  4 The event is used as proof of 

previous claims 
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  5 No ambivalence to explain 

external event 

 

3.4 Data-selection 

The focus of the selection of data lies on gathering the data to track the causal mechanism 

leading to discursive adaptation or affirmation. As a result, the data consists of information to 

observe populist narratives over time from January 2021 to December 2022. The chosen data 

allow me to observe who the people and the elite are, how the war in Ukraine is framed, and 

whether that framing has changed.  

The choice has been made to study speeches and statements made by the Prime Minister 

of Hungary, Viktor Orbán and the Prime Minister of Poland, Mateusz Morawiecki. These 

speeches and statements are part of the political communication of the leaders, which is all 

about the legitimation of policy. They are thus strategic: mobilizing audiences for political 

support (Goddard & Krebs, 2015). This bias  and lack of neutrality, however, is exactly why 

these speeches and statements have been chosen as the source of data. The objective is to 

discover the underlying discourses in more detail. Neutral statements, which do not consist of 

strategic elements, do not fit this objective. Therefore, the political speeches and statements are 

the most suitable data source.  

For both cases, 10-15 speeches or statements have been selected, spread across the 

chosen research period. This covers the period between pre-invasion, the initial first phase of 

the invasion and the second half of 2022. This distribution allows for the tracing of discursive 

transformation.  

For the speeches made by Viktor Orbán, full English transcripts were used, provided by 

the official website of Orbán. During the pre-invasion period in 2021, five speeches have been 

selected to establish a discursive baseline: the speech on a business conference ‘Hungary 

relaunches!’, the speech on the strategic forum in Bled, the speech made during the opening of 

parliament, a speech made at the 29th party conference of the Fidesz party, and the 

commemoration speech held at the 65th anniversary of the 1956 revolution. These speeches are 

from different contexts, economic, international and domestic, which strengthen the 

construction of the discursive baseline. 

For the early invasion phase in the three months after the start of the war in 2022, the 

following speeches have been chosen. The speech to celebrate the anniversary of the Hungarian 

revolution and the election victory speech. In addition, the inauguration speech and the speech 

at the Novi Sad agricultural fair have been included. For the second half of 2022, speeches have 
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been included that would possibly allow for the observation of a potential affirmation or 

adaptation the Fidesz discourse. These include the speech in July made at a university, the 

speech made at the swearing in of border police, the speech made in Berlin at the chamber of 

commerce, and lastly the speech at the Hungarian standing conference (MÁÉRT).  

In contrast with the Hungarian case, Morawiecki does not have one coherent speech 

archive. The speeches made by the Polish Prime Minister are more fragmented, as they are 

scattered across different websites and archives. Consequently, the data selection for Poland 

had to be more pragmatic. This is why mostly statements and speeches published on the official 

website have been used. This ensures that the data reflects the official communication of the 

prime minister. Due to the fragmentation of the data sources, the data from the official website 

is supplemented with statements and interviews from media outlets such as ‘Notes from 

Poland’, ‘Polskie Radio’, a speech made by Morawiecki on YouTube with English subtitles, 

and secondary literature.  

To construct the PiS pre-existing discourse, statements made in the European 

parliament, a letter from Morawiecki to the European council, statements made after the Eastern 

European Partnerships summit, and remarks after a meeting with German Chancellor Olaf 

Scholz have been used. Again, the data is more fragmented than in the Hungarian case, which 

is due to the nature of the Polish archive. However, this does strengthen analysis as it captures 

discourse across different settings.  

For the period immediately after the invasion, the data included are a speech in the 

Polish parliament on February 24th, remarks after a meeting with Chancellor Scholz of 

Germany, comments after a European Union Summit, a speech during a visit to Slovakia, and 

a speech made at the Strategic Ark Conference. For the second half of 2022, a speech at a 

conservative summit in Bratislava, a speech made on the conservative forum in Spain, and 

comments made after the Viségrad meeting have been used. 

Unlike in the Hungarian case, most of these sources are not full transcripts of speeches, 

but paraphrases, or short excerpts from speeches. This is an important limitation, as most of 

these excerpts are selected and edited by Polish officials. The official channel of the Polish 

prime minister would probably prioritize the most important message the Prime Minister would 

want to convey, which is a major bias. However, this also matches the objective of this thesis, 

as the aim is to uncover the mechanisms of changes in populist narratives. Therefore, these 

edited statements remain useful in the analysis in the communication of the Polish prime 

minister.  
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4 ANALYSIS  
This chapter examines how the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 affected the pre-existing 

populist discourse of PiS in Poland and Fidesz in Hungary. This analysis aims to trace the causal 

mechanism through which an international event enters domestic populist discourse and leads 

to either discursive affirmation or adaptation. 

The causal mechanism is based on three steps. First, an international event takes place, 

in this case, the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Second, this international event is interpreted 

through crisis framing and narratives. Third, depending on the framing, the outcome for the 

populist discourse is either discursive affirmation or discursive adaptation. When the event can 

be articulated within the pre-existing shared notion of the divide between the people and elite, 

the populist discourse is affirmed. Conversely, if the populist actor has more difficulty with the 

articulation of the international event in the pre-existing discourse, it challenges the antagonistic 

divide itself. In the latter situation, dislocation occurs and leads to a pressure for 

reinterpretation, which results in discursive adaptation.  

As is clear now, the independent variable is the Russian invasion of Ukraine. More 

specifically, the invasion has been conceptualized as an international shock for domestic 

politics, depending on the framing of domestic political actors. Following the subjectivist 

approach to crisis, the invasion only becomes politically meaningful if it is framed as a threat 

(or opportunity) to the existing political discourse based on the elite-people divide. Because of 

this, this analysis focuses on framing and the subsequent consequences of it to the pre-existing 

populist discourse.  

The analysis is structured as follows. Section 4.1 consists of a reconstruction of the pre-

existing populist narratives of PiS and Fidesz. This discursive baseline allows me to establish a 

difference in discursive compatibility. Under section 4.2, the immediate framing of both cases 

is analysed. The focus here is on the framing of the invasion and whether it challenges previous 

narratives. Section 4.3 comprises an examination of dislocation by applying the indicators of 

discursive incoherence. Section 4.4, which evaluates the outcome, assesses whether discursive 

adaptation or affirmation has taken place in the months following the invasion. Lastly, section 

4.5 circles back to theoretical expectations and touches upon the empirical divergence between 

PiS and Fidesz.   

4.1 Pre-invasion: pre-existing discourse 

In this section, the pre-existing discourse, or discursive baseline, is reconstructed in order to 

assess the compatibility between the Russian invasion and the pre-existing discourse. This is 
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important, since it is expected from the theoretical framework that high discursive compatibility 

leads to affirmation of discourse, whereas low compatibility leads to discursive adaptation. As 

the aim is to reconstruct the pre-existing discourse, this chapter draws exclusively on sources 

dating from before the invasion on February 24th, 2022.  the aim is to reconstruct the pre-

existing discourse, in this section, exclusively sources from before the invasion on February 

24th, 2022, are used.  For each case, four dimensions are analysed: the construction of the 

people, the construction of the elite, how Russia fits within the discourse, and tendencies of 

crisis performance. Although both cases are similar on some variables, such as region and 

ideology, they are expected to differ in their discursive reactions to the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. This is expected because the pre-existing discourses of both parties are different. 

While PiS had already framed Russia as an antagonist, Fidesz narrated Russia as an economic 

and pragmatic partner.   

4.1.1 Poland: PiS 

In Poland, the use of historical narratives is a central feature of politics. Narratives of Polish 

victimhood are frequently used by all political parties, and PiS is not an exception (Cadier, 

2020). PiS has systematically used historical references to construct a certain vision of the 

Polish state and its people. These narratives play an important role in the way PiS has articulated 

the antagonistic divide between the people and the elite.  

In addition to the Polish people being historically victimized, within PiS discourse, the 

people are constructed as morally pure and externally threatened. For example, as noted by 

Cadier (2020), PiS used the narrative of “Poland in ruin” to describe the people’s suffering as 

caused by the elite (Cadier, 2020, p.994). PiS’ representation of the people as the victim has 

been a constant feature of their populist discourse.  

This narrative became visible in the response to the migration crisis, where Poland was 

depicted as a “besieged nation”, and the Polish people under threat of ‘hordes of Islamic 

immigrants’ (Zuk & Zuk, 2018 p.137). This image, of Poland being invaded, can be seen in a 

statement by Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki in the autumn of 2021, as he states 

that it was “the onslaught of millions of people” that “made the Mediterranean a tragic place”. 

(Morawiecki, 2021 October 19th). Being a Pole is thus exclusively linked to traditionalism, 

conservatism, and victimhood.  

The construction of the elite in PiS’ discourse consists of multiple actors. Internally, 

elites are blamed for weakening the Polish state. In the past, these internal elites consisted of 

the communists, while more recently the elites are made up of cosmopolitan liberals (Cadier, 
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2020). Here, the process of ‘othering’ can be observed, by which the opposition parties are 

being excluded from the Polish nation. The opposition is repeatedly blamed for being disloyal 

and for being ‘external’ to the Polish nation, thereby being a threat to Poland (Cadier, 2020). 

Externally, the European Union is seen as the elite, with a specific role for Germany. According 

to Cadier (2020), Germany is seen as the ‘other’ on the international stage. Germany is seen as 

some kind of elitist perpetrator, forcing liberal ideas on the rest of Europe, including Poland. 

Similarly, the EU as a whole is framed as being in ‘moral decay’ (Kopper et al., 2023).  

This antagonism can be clearly observed in remarks made by Morawiecki in 2021. 

Morawiecki warned repeatedly against the encroachment of the EU on Polish sovereignty, 

specifically in the case of the dispute around the justice reforms in Poland. He warned of a 

European “superstate” if the EU continues its “creeping expansion of competences” by a “silent 

revolution” that would undermine national sovereignty (Morawiecki, 2021, October 19th). So, 

the message is that the EU is not a threat as of yet. Instead, it is a looming threat, a threat in 

development. Morawiecki states that “The transformation of the Union into an organization that 

contradicts our common values: freedom, democracy, equality, rule of law, pluralism, non-

discrimination, tolerance, justice and solidarity.” (Morawiecki, 2021, October 18th). In other 

words, the EU will be a future threat to Poland as long as it keeps making decisions that are in 

the interests of the elites in Brussels.  

Russia has an antagonistic role in the narratives of PiS. Prior to the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine, Russia was framed as a geopolitical threat to the Polish nation. Russian policy was 

described by Morawiecki as “aggressive”, and Russia was “capable of going to war in order to 

block neighbouring countries from choosing the European path” (Morawiecki, 2021, October 

19th). In addition, the Polish prime-minister warned of the influence of Russia in the region, 

calling upon the European Union to act in reaction to the Russian threat: “Either Russia will 

dominate the EaP [Eastern Partnership] countries for decades to come, or the EU will open up 

to these states more” (Morawiecki, 2021 December 15th). This is an interesting element in the 

speeches and statements by Morawiecki. While the EU is framed as an encroaching threat, at 

the same time, the Union is seen as a necessary actor to balance against the Russian geopolitical 

ambitions.  

Finally, PiS discourse before the invasion of Ukraine was already focused on crises. The 

combination of the migration crisis, EU overreach, and the fear of Russian aggression are used 

simultaneously. This creates a sense of a consistent feeling of danger to the Polish nation. 

Interestingly enough, while Poland is the victim of these crises, It is at the same time framed as 

the defender. For example, when Morawiecki said about the migration crisis that “it is Poland 
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that gives Europe security, acting as a barrier together with Lithuania and Latvia to protect this 

border” (Morawiecki, 2021, October 19th). Morawiecki linked causes of the occurrence of 

‘crises’ systematically to elite failure. PiS constantly reproduces the crises and attaches urgency 

to them, but present themselves as the only actor that is able to solve those crises.   

4.1.2 Hungary: Fidesz  

Orbán’s view of politics is that the people are the ultimate authority: “There is just one 

inescapable force: the Hungarian people” (Orbán, 2021, November 14th). Hungary is presented 

as a homogeneous Christian culture that is under threat. Orbán stated that migration is “a 

challenge to our cultural, Christian heritage” (Orbán, 2021, September 1st).  Therefore, Orbán 

presents the Hungarian people as culturally exclusive. He also uses historical narratives to 

reinforce the idea that the Hungarian people are heroic: “The heroes [..] were the simple sons 

and daughters of the Hungarian people.” (Orbán, 2021, October 23rd). Taken together, the 

Hungarian people are constructed as morally pure, based on a long national history of 

Christianity, but threatened by evil outside forces. 

At the same time, actors such as the bureaucratic institutions in Brussels, liberal actors, 

NGO’s, transnational economic institutions, and the philanthropist George Soros are all framed 

as external threats to the Hungarian nation: “It [European unification] is not in the interests of 

the European people, but only in the interests of the European elites [..] bureaucrats and the 

bosses of big international corporations” (Orbán, 2021 November 14th).  

This narrative fits well with the dichotomy between the pure people and evil elite, which 

is at the heart of the populist discourse and is reinforced in the way the EU is presented. The 

Union is framed as being anti-democratic, acting against the sovereign will of the Hungarian 

people: “In Brussels [..] the elite, not the people, decided on these issues.” (Orbán, 2021 

September 20th). In addition, transnational actors are made suspicious by connecting them to 

conspiracies. Orbán repeatedly argues that “The Soros-type NGOs” continue to “help migrants 

enter Europe” (Orbán, 2021 September 20th). Moreover, Brussels actions are described as 

“betrayal” (Orbán, 2021 September 20th).  

Germany is a recurring topic in the narration of the elites by Orbán. The Germans are 

presented as the most powerful country in Western Europe, which is taking advantage of the 

Hungarians. For example, Orbán warns against a “Great Germany” (Orbán, 2021 November 

14th). In contrast, Hungary is presented as the country that is fighting against this dominance, 

like Asterix and Obelix against the Romans, or as Orbán presents it, “the David that Goliath 

would do well to avoid” (Orbán, 2021 October 23rd).  



The External Challenge to Populist Discourse  Jan-Douwe Delicat 

27 

 

In Fidesz’ discourse, Russia was framed as a strategic partner in economic uncertain 

times. Orbán states that: “Hungary [..] must also stand on its eastern foot [..] the world 

economy’s centre of gravity will shift steadily eastwards.” (Orbán, 2021 June 9th). So, Russia, 

as part of ‘the East’, is seen as a strategic, pragmatic partner. Therefore, Russia is not part of 

the elite-antagonism frames used by Orbán. The contrast with Poland should be noted here, 

because Hungary used memory politics to change the narrative from anti-Russian to a pragmatic 

stance towards Russia, while Poland used historical narratives to strengthen the anti-Russian 

discourse (Kopper et al., 2023). 

Lastly, Fidesz demonstrates strong crisis performance tendencies. Orbán literally states 

that “We’re living in an era of threats” with “epidemics and waves of migration” that “threaten 

our daily lives” (Orbán, 2021 September 20th).  Crisis is a constant part of Orbán’s discourse. 

Pandemics, migration, Brussels, and the economy are all used at the same time to present a 

continuous threat to the Hungarian people. Orbán reinforces this by the use of a siege metaphor: 

“Europe, and within it Hungary, is under siege, and we must defend ourselves” (Orbán, 2021 

November 14th).  

4.1.3 Comparative analysis 

For both parties, the people are morally pure, culturally exclusive, Christian, culturally 

homogeneous, and form the ultimate source of political authority. At the same time, a sense of 

victimhood is used. The Hungarian and Polish people are the victims of the morally corrupt 

European liberals from Brussels, headed by Germany. Also, both cases show strong crisis 

performance tendencies. 

However, there is a difference in the way Russia is framed. For PiS, Russia is a strong 

antagonist, whereas for Fidesz, Russia is a necessary economic partner. This difference is 

important. Although both cases show strong crisis performance tendencies, PiS’ antagonism 

towards Russia suggests a higher degree of discursive compatibility with the invasion of 

Ukraine. While both cases show strong crisis performance tendencies, PiS’s antagonism 

towards Russia suggests a higher degree of discursive compatibility with the invasion of 

Ukraine. In contrast, Fidesz’ more neutral narration of Russia in the discourse suggests that the 

invasion of Ukraine would form a larger discursive challenge. The reason for this is that the 

invasion of Ukraine does not fit into the discourse of Russia as a pragmatic partner. The 

following sections will examine whether and how the invasion of Ukraine formed a challenge 

to populist discourses of Fidesz and PiS. 
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4.2 Immediate reaction: how is it initially framed?  

Early in the morning of the 24th of February, Russia launched a large-scale invasion of Ukraine. 

This ‘special military operation’ led to many political reactions in Europe including Poland and 

Hungary. In this section, the initial crisis framing by Morawiecki and Orbán is analysed. The 

interest lies with the first reactions, immediate framing, and blame attribution.  

4.2.1 Poland: PiS 

The immediate framing by Morawiecki shows a direct continuation of the narratives used 

shortly before the invasion of Ukraine. Most importantly, the invasion is narrated as a 

confirmation of the previous discourse. On the day of the invasion, the Polish prime-minister 

says that “we are not surprised what is happening today, we predicted this state of affairs” 

(Morawiecki, 2022 February 24th). In addition, Morawiecki takes aim at other European leaders 

whom he “warned” about “precisely what is happening today” (Morawiecki, 2022 February 

24th). In his speech in the Polish parliament on February 24th, 2022, Morawiecki tells a story of 

Western Europeans who did not want to listen to Polish warnings about the Russian 

“barbarism”. However, now that the Russians invaded Ukraine, the Polish people are proven 

right: “Today Europe is speaking increasingly Polish. Today we are ending this naive view of 

Russia.” (Morawiecki, 2022 February 24th). The invasion is framed as confirmation that PiS 

had been correct all along regarding Russia. From the very first day, Russia is articulated as the 

aggressor. There is absolutely no doubt who is attributed blame in the discourse.  

The invasion of Ukraine was also integrated into the elite-antagonism. The war 

reinforced PiS’ previous narratives that earlier Polish warnings were ignored by Western 

Europeans, and specifically the Germans. Morawiecki argues that now “Representatives of the 

most important European and world institutions fully understand the threats that the Polish 

authorities have long signalled” (Morawiecki, 2022 February 24th). Germany is framed as weak, 

as it failed in identifying Russia as an antagonist. The earlier criticisms that Morawiecki made 

of the EU are thereby reinforced. The EU has failed by not taking a stand against Russia sooner, 

and thus preventing the invasion of Ukraine. An example of this is the EU’s energy dependence 

on Russia. Morawiecki remarks that: “Not only Nord Stream 2. We must also close Nord 

Stream 1.” (Morawiecki, February 2022 26th). These pipelines are seen as the ultimate evidence 

of EU elite failure, specifically Germany, as they did not acknowledge the security risks 

attached to them. 

While Western Europe is framed as having failed and being “short-sighted”, Poland was 

the only state that really saw Russia for what it was. This can be seen in Morawiecki’s 
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statements about Poland being the new European agenda-setter. Morawiecki argued that he 

“presented [the sanctions package] to my colleagues from the European Council.” (Morawiecki, 

2022 March 25th). The framing of the invasion and the coherence of the discourse, thus, allowed 

Morawiecki to present Poland as a new strategic leader in Europe. The immediate reaction to 

the invasion by Morawiecki also showed strong crisis performance tendencies. The event is 

framed as existential, as Morawiecki argues that “Putin wants to break Europe through terror.” 

(Morawiecki, 2022 February 24th).  

4.2.2. Hungary: Fidesz 

Orbán ties the invasion of Ukraine directly to his previous crisis framing, which was that a 

multitude of crises are threatening the Hungarians. Orbán states that the Hungarians “have 

entered an age of peril” (Orbán, 2022 March 15th). Importantly, Orbán does acknowledge that 

Ukraine is “attacked and Russia is the aggressor” (Orbán, 2022 May 16th). At the same time, 

however, the acknowledgement of Ukraine being the victim and Russia the perpetrator is part 

of a discourse of peace: “In this war we have nothing to gain and everything to lose. We must 

stay out of this war!” (Orbán, 2022 March 15th). The difference with PiS is thus obvious. 

Whereas Morawiecki framed the invasion as an existential danger for European freedom, for 

Orbán, neutrality and peace are the most important themes in his immediate discourse.  

While Russia is acknowledged for being at fault, responsibility for the invasion is given 

to other actors. For example, the blame for the war is attributed to the domestic opposition, “the 

Left”. During the election campaign, which was run during the same period as the start of the 

invasion, Hungarian opposition parties with their “international allies” are portrayed as 

warmongers: “The Left wants to send Hungarian soldiers and Hungarian weapons to the front 

line.” (Orbán, 2022 March 15th). The invasion is used by Orbán to strengthen the idea that the 

Hungarian people are threatened by internal enemies. Meanwhile, the statements on Ukraine 

remain ambivalent. Orbán talks about (supposed) Ukrainian interference in the election and the 

“violation” of the rights of the Hungarians in Transcarpathia, a border region in Ukraine. Orbán 

presents himself here as a good Samaritan: although the Hungarians were “violated”, Hungary 

has “admitted the largest number of [Ukrainian] refugees, and [..] are providing for those in 

need.” (Orbán, 2022 May 16th). So, Orbán uses the war also to present himself as a humanitarian 

actor.   

Brussels and Soros continue to be the antagonists. Orbán remarks that “We on the right 

are not pious losers who are frightened by [..] the bureaucrats in Brussels or the ever so wealthy 

likes of George Soros.” (Orbán, 2022 March 15th). This is interesting; the main populist 
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antagonism does not immediately change, although he acknowledges that the war is the result 

of Russian aggression. Indeed, Orbán still hangs on to the idea that “every day Brussels abuses 

its power and tries to impose on us all manner of things that are bad for us and alien to us.” 

(Orbán, 2022 May 16th). Russia is not fully fitted into the populist discourse, and the core elite-

people divide itself remains coherent. This suggests a stability of the elite identification. A 

reason for this could be that Orbán had to stress these existing enemies, precisely because he 

was not able to use Russia as an enemy, just as PiS did.  

Lastly, invasion seems to have been a catalyst for Orbán’s crisis performance. As 

mentioned before, the war is immediately framed as being part of the multitude of other threats 

the Hungarian nation is facing (pandemics, immigration, economic crises, and geopolitical 

instability). At the same time, Hungary is framed as “an island of peace, a fortress of order and 

security.” (Orbán, 2022 May 16th). 

4.2.3. Comparative analysis 

In Poland, the invasion was strongly framed as the confirmation of previous narratives. 

Morawiecki repeated multiple times that the Polish people are not surprised by the Russian 

aggression. The framing of the invasion strengthened the existing antagonisms in the pre-

existing discourse of PiS. Also, Morawiecki was able to fit the previous elite antagonism into 

the discourse. Germany, along with other European states, was framed as naïve for failing to 

respond to earlier warnings from Poland. Morawiecki was able to construct a discourse coherent 

with the pre-existing discourse. This allowed Morawiecki to profit from it as he could portray 

Poland as the new strategic leader of Europe.  

In Hungary, on the contrary, the immediate framing was more ambiguous. While Orbán 

did acknowledge Russia as the aggressor, blame was mainly given to domestic opponents and 

Western actors, whom Orbán blamed for supporting the Hungarian opposition in the elections 

of 2022. However, Fidesz was not able to fit Russia into the discourse the same way as PiS 

because this would contradict previous narratives. Orbán was able to keep the elite-people 

divide stable, with the accusations towards his usual suspects (Soros, NGO’s and the EU). But 

to fit the new frame of Russia into the discourse proved to be more difficult. As a result, the 

discourse showed tension between, on the one hand, acknowledging Russia’s responsibility, 

and on the other hand, the distribution of blame, which did not fit with the earlier pragmatic 

narrative towards Russia.  
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4.3. Dislocation, or not?  

This section revolves around the question if the Russian invasion destabilized the pre-existing 

populist discourse and resulted in discursive dislocation. The emphasis lies on the indicators of 

dislocation as formulated in Chapter three. These indicators consist of: Contradictory 

statements made, co-existing narratives that explain the event in multiple conflicting ways, and 

an absence of linkage between the event and the pre-existing populist divide.  

4.3.1 Poland: PiS 

For PiS, the invasion in the first months seems to have strengthened the populist discourse. The 

framing of the invasion confirmed the previous narrative of Russia as an external antagonist. 

This coherence was reinforced by the extensive crisis performance framing done by 

Morawiecki in the immediate aftermath of February 24th, 2022.  

No contradictory statements were made by Morawiecki in the first months of framing 

in comparison with previous speeches. Morawiecki was far from ambiguous on Russia. He 

immediately doubled down on earlier narratives that Russia was expansionist and aggressive. 

Not only was Morawiecki able to continue this narrative, but he also publicly said multiple 

times that the Poles were right all along on Russia’s aggressive intentions. This indicates two 

aspects.  

First, that Morawiecki was able to frame the aggression by Russia as coherent with 

previous narratives because the geopolitical reality matched those narratives. Second, and more 

interestingly, by repeatedly stressing this, it suggests that Morawiecki perceived that the 

invasion was very compatible with the pre-existing discourse. One is thus inclined to argue that 

Morawiecki willingly used the invasion of Ukraine to reinforce his discourse for domestic and 

international political gain. Morawiecki was supported in this by a favourable domestic 

opportunity structure. For example, apart from one far-right ultra-nationalist party, all Polish 

parties supported the supply of aid to Ukraine and Ukrainian refugees (Dyduch & Góra, 2023). 

This shows that, in addition to the post-invasion discourse matching the pre-existing discourse, 

Morawiecki had the domestic support and was not in danger of encountering strong counter-

narratives because of this parliamentary consensus.  

In addition, no co-existing narratives could be observed.  Every speech and statement 

that was analysed was part of the narration of a coherent broader discourse. Furthermore, the 

frame of the Polish people as being victimized in the past by Russia was continued. 

Interestingly, the idea of Poland as a protector remained but was reframed. Instead of being the 

protector of conservative values against immigrants, Poland was now framed as the country 
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protecting European security against Russian aggression. Also, Germany and the EU remained 

antagonists, but more subtle. The antagonism towards Germany and the EU became more 

nuanced, framing them as naïve and short-sighted because they remained cooperative with 

Russia even though Putin showed aggression in Crimea in 2014. The narrative of the ‘West’ as 

being in moral decay could not have been observed in the analysed speeches in the immediate 

aftermath.  

So, there was a strong linkage to the pre-existing populist divide because the invasion 

was immediately tied to the same narratives that were already present in speeches before 

February 24th, 2022. The result was that the war was quickly integrated into the pre-existing 

populist divide. While the indicators suggest that there is an absence of dislocation in the Polish 

case and the coherence of the populist discourse was reinforced, there was some tightening of 

the core narratives. The pre-existing antagonism towards the EU and Germany remained, but 

was slightly changed to fit the geopolitical reality. Reframing the EU and Germany as naïve 

and not as outright antagonists allowed PiS to make room for the main antagonist in the 

discourse, Russia.    

4.3.2 Hungary: Fidesz  

Although the Fidesz discourse remained stable, without any major change in the elite-people 

identification, the Russian aggression proved to have been a difficult challenge for Fidesz. The 

invasion made it difficult to balance the pragmatic narrative towards Russia with the 

geopolitical reality after the invasion.  

The first indicator of dislocation is the existence of contradictory statements. Before the 

Russian invasion, Orbán repeatedly argued that the Western elites, NGO’s, Soros, and 

migration were the major danger posed to Hungary. Russia was not part of the antagonists. 

Instead, economic cooperation between Hungary and Russia was seen as a necessity by Orbán 

for Hungarian economic security. After the invasion, however, Fidesz acknowledged Russian 

aggression without clearly placing Russia within the antagonistic populist divide. This created 

some confusion and contradictory statements, which could be called ‘blurry’. On the one hand, 

Orbán described the war as a danger to Hungarian sovereignty. On the other hand, he refused 

to use anti-Russian narratives. This contradiction became visible in the previous section, where 

Orbán acknowledged Russian aggression against Ukraine. In the meantime, however, the blame 

for the event in Ukraine was shifted to the EU and liberal elites.  

This led to discursive tension between the articulation of the antagonist, to which Russia 

did not belong in Orbán’s framing, and the geopolitical reality, which challenged Orbán to 
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condemn Russia because of Hungary’s membership of NATO and EU. This put Orbán in a 

conundrum, because being hard on Russia would mean breaking with the pre-existing 

discourse. Orbán would break the earlier discourse of the pragmatic relationship with Russia, 

while simultaneously placing himself firmly in the Western camp, an actor which was despised 

in previous narratives.  Orbán would come across as totally unreliable to his constituency if, 

from one day to the next, he would state that the Russian invasion and Russia are the largest 

threats to the Hungarians. In other words, it would be discursive suicide.   

The second indicator is the existence of co-existing narratives. The discourse as 

constructed by Orbán, contained multiple narratives. The first narrative was that of a Hungary 

as the good Samaritan. In this tragedy, Hungary functions as the protector of the ordinary 

Hungarian people, suffering from the consequences of the war. In the second narrative, the left, 

Western actors, and the EU are framed as the real danger to the Hungarian people. According 

to this framing, the elites in Brussels prolong the war and undermine Hungary’s economy. The 

third narrative builds on the pre-existing discourse about sovereignty. The war was integrated 

into the populist divide between the national sovereignty of the Hungarian people and the many 

external threats, such as Brussels supposed attempts to draw Hungary into the conflict. These 

three narratives existed alongside each other, without clearly combined into the same discourse.   

The third indicator of dislocation, the absence of direct linkage between the event and 

the pre-existing antagonistic divide, was only partially present in the Hungarian case. The elite-

people divide remained relatively stable after the invasion. Brussels elites and liberal actors 

continued to be the main antagonists within Fidesz’ discourse. Seen this way, the invasion was 

still interpreted through the pre-existing populist divide. However, after February 2022, Orbán 

simultaneously condemned the war while avoiding a fully antagonistic framing of Russia. As a 

result, the invasion was not easily used as proof of the pre-existing discourse in the same way 

as it was with PiS.  

The immediate framing of Orbán would suggest an unstable linkage between the 

international event and the pre-existing populist divide. The antagonistic divide itself survived, 

but the position of Russia within that divide remained ambiguous. Consequently, Orbán touched 

upon other events, such as previously constructed crises, to steer away from the Russian 

invasion. This observation is interesting, since it aligns with the crisis performance theory in 

Chapter two. Populists only define a situation as a crisis when it can be framed as a threat to 

the ‘pure people’. 

 However, the observations made for Orbán’s speeches suggest a different reasoning. 

Perhaps in some situations, instead of having the opportunity to frame an event as a crisis, 
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populists define a situation as a crisis to the ‘pure people’ because they are not able to do 

otherwise or when they have no choice. In other words, Orbán’s case shows that there are 

boundaries to the ways populists use antagonistic framing. Russia was portrayed as a strategic 

and pragmatic partner before the invasion. Therefore, framing the invasion as a Russian threat 

to the Hungarian people would break with that narrative and undermine Orbán’s credibility. 

This means that this analysis shows that populists are tied to their pre-existing discourse. In 

other words, past narratives constrict the room for manoeuvre for future narratives. 

Applying the indicators to Orbán’s speeches shows only partial signs of full dislocation. 

For full dislocation, I should have observed more challenges with the linkage of the narratives. 

However, the Russian invasion did create tension because Russia had not previously been 

constructed as an antagonist within Fidesz’s discourse. Instead of fully changing Orbán’s 

populist discourse, the invasion led to a situation where the geopolitical pragmatic position of 

Hungary conflicted with the pre-existing discourse. For this reason, as there were signs of some 

discursive inconsistencies, the indicators point to a partially dislocated discourse.  

4.4 Discursive affirmation and adaptation 

In this section, the speeches from the second half of 2022 are analysed to test for discursive 

adaptation and affirmation. For discursive adaptation, I would expect a partial rearticulation of 

the antagonistic divide, a shift in blame from one actor to another, and the introduction of new 

actors and signifiers. For discursive affirmation, I would expect a direct articulation of the event 

into the pre-existing discourse, a repetition of pre-existing narratives, no change in actors and 

no new signifiers, use of the event as proof of previous claims, and no ambivalence in 

explaining the external event.  

4.4.1 PiS: discursive affirmation 

Based on the theoretical expectations derived from the pre-existing PiS discourse, a high degree 

of discursive compatibility between the Russian invasion and the existing populist divide had 

been expected. The first indicator, the direct articulation of the event into the pre-existing 

discourse, shows exactly that. Morawiecki directly integrated the invasion into the existing PiS 

discourse about “Russian imperialism” and the “neo-imperial ambitions of the Kremlin”, 

arguing that the Polish “voice was prophetic” (Morawiecki, 2022 September 19th). Also, the 

war is interpreted through the pre-existing narrative of the Polish people as the defenders of 

conservative and traditional European values against external enemies. Morawiecki states that 

“Europe must fight for its traditional values, on which the European Union was built” 

(Polskieradio, 2022 September 20th).  
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In addition, Morawiecki shows a strong repetition of pre-existing narratives, which is 

the second indicator. For one, Russia is still portrayed as imperialist and aggressive. The EU 

remains a sovereignty-threatening actor as well. Morawiecki states that “The EU wants to turn 

its back on tradition [..] the Brussels bureaucrats are expanding their powers [..] to create a 

transnational beast without true and traditional values” (Notes from Poland, 2022 October 9th). 

Morawiecki’s narration constantly repeats the idea that Russia, as well as the liberal elites in 

Brussels are a danger to the EU.  

The identification of the antagonists of the discourse also remained unchanged, as no 

new elite actors or signifiers were introduced. European elites remained weak and morally 

corrupt, and would, according to Morawiecki, “readily abandon Ukraine for a return to business 

as usual.” (Polskieradio, 2022 20 September). At the same time, the people continue to be 

defined as the defenders of traditional values against liberal elites: “We must give power back 

to the real creators of today’s Europe, to its people [..] We will protect our homes and our 

values. (Notes from Poland, 2022 October 9th). 

The fourth indicator, the use of the event as proof of previous claims, is the most obvious 

indicator that shows that PiS’ discourse was affirmed. On several occasions, Morawiecki 

explicitly stated that the Polish “voice was prophetic” (Morawiecki, 2022 September 19th). 

Also, the invasion is used to validate earlier statements that Europe was too dependent on 

Russian energy, portraying the Kremlin as “a drug dealer”, but “today we see the real price of 

this gas in inflation, high prices and bloodshed in Ukraine.” (Notes from Poland, 2022 October 

9th).  

The fifth and last indicator, a lack of ambivalence in explaining the external event, can 

be applied as well to PiS. Framing Russia as an “empire of evil and an empire of lies” does 

absolutely not leave any room for interpretation as to who’s at fault for the war in Ukraine 

(Polskieradio, 2022 September 20th). Russia is narrated in unambiguous terms, and Poland’s 

and Russia’s roles are clear: “Today, we are on the frontline of the struggle for freedom, so that 

Ukraine is able to fully shake off this Russian, post-Soviet, communist yoke.” (Polskieradio, 

2022 September 20th). If the indicators for discursive affirmation are applied, one has to 

conclude that the Polish framing of the invasion affirmed the pre-existing populist discourse of 

PiS. 

4.4.2 Fidesz: partial discursive adaptation  

In section 4.1, a lower discursive compatibility between the Russian invasion and the pre-

existing populist divide in Orbán’s party was expected. However, I did not fully observe all the 
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indicators necessary for a full dislocation, and instead observed a partially dislocated discourse. 

This means that the discourse was not fully overturned by the invasion, and the identification 

of the people and elites remained coherent. Brussels and the liberal elites all remained important 

actors in the narration by Orbán. The same was the case for the pure Hungarian people, 

conservative and Christian values, and the heroic history of the Hungarians. However, the 

invasion did cause contradictions in Orbán’s narratives, which signalled partial dislocation. As 

a result, partial adaptation has been observed, which is a situation where small changes are 

made in the articulation of the external event, while the core populist discourse remains the 

same.  

The first indicator for discursive adaptation is the partial rearticulation of the 

antagonistic divide. The difficult challenge for Orbán was that the invasion endangered his 

previously stable narrative of Hungary versus the liberal West. Orbán tried multiple times to 

frame Hungary’s position as being within the Western coalition, but at the same time also 

outside the Western coalition. Orbán remarked on this difficulty himself by stating that “At the 

same time, since we are members of NATO and we want to stay out of this war, our situation 

has become a delicate one.” (Orbán, 2022 July 23rd). In addition, Orbán tried to shift the 

antagonism away from the war and back to traditional Fidesz narratives. Orbán states that “we 

condemn Russian aggression and we’re helping the Ukrainian people, but we aren’t willing to 

put Ukraine’s interests before our own.” (Orbán, 2022 November 18th). This shows that Orbán 

tried to preserve the pre-existing antagonistic divide, despite the shock caused by the invasion 

near his eastern border. This created pressure, which led to him focusing on other, more familiar 

Fidesz themes.  

The second indicator, a shift in blame from one actor to another, is not present in 

Orbán’s speeches. Instead, Orbán redirected blame to actors already present in his pre-existing 

divide. Such as Brussels, the liberal elites, and the West, already were antagonistic actors in the 

pre-existing divide. Orbán redirected responsibility for the conflict towards Brussels and the 

liberal West. An example of this is when Orbán states that “Of course everyone knows that 

Russia attacked Ukraine” but “The West has rejected this offer [for Russian security guarantees 

in 2014] and has refused to negotiate on it” (Orbán, 2022 July 23rd). Orbán frames the war as a 

logical reaction by the Russians to the rejection of negotiations by the Europeans. Orbán claims 

that “the Russians are seeking to achieve by force of arms the security demands that they had 

previously sought to achieve through negotiation” (Orbán, 2022 July 23rd). Framed this way, 

the blame for the invasion is attributed to Europeans.  
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The economic consequences of the war are also framed as the responsibility of the EU. 

Orbán argued that “Brussels” sanctions are set to bring Europe’s economies to their knees” 

(Orbán, 2022 September 9th), later stating that “these sanctions are badly designed sanctions” 

(Orbán, 2022 November 18th). The Hungarian economic problems are attributed to the EU, not 

Russia, which invaded Ukraine. So, the invasion redirected blame towards already existing 

antagonistic actors. 

The third indicator is the introduction of new actors and signifiers, which can be 

observed more clearly. The framing after the invasion introduced new crisis signifiers in the 

Fidesz discourse, such as “war” and “wartime inflation” (Orbán, 2022 July 23rd). Also, Orbán 

coined the new term “sanctions surcharge” to describe Hungarian inflation as a result of EU 

sanctions (Orbán 2022 November 18th). The framing also introduced new signifiers around 

geopolitical concepts, such as “decoupling”, which Orbán used to criticize the EU’s ambitions 

for economic independence from Russia and China. Orbán states that Europe’s decoupling from 

Russia would “give China a huge opportunity” (Orbán, 2022 November 18th).  

These new signifiers allowed Orbán to frame the economic consequences, such as 

inflation, within the pre-existing discourse and can be seen as an adaptation of discourse.  

However, these new signifiers do not signal a full adaptation of the discourse. As argued above, 

the antagonistic structure remained relatively stable, while only partial adjustments were made 

in the articulation. These new signifiers enabled Orbán to fit the external shock of the invasion 

within the existing populist discourse.  

The invasion did not transform Fidesz’ populist discourse. There was no new 

articulation of the elite-people divide, and no major shifts in the attribution of blame. What 

changed was the position of Russia within the geopolitical narrative. The new signifiers helped 

to fit the invasion into the pre-existing discourse and blame the previously constructed 

antagonists for the causes and consequences of the invasion. Also, to restore coherence, Fidesz 

reinterpreted the war. The invasion was the responsibility of the fearmongering transnational 

elites and sanction policies by EU bureaucrats that posed the most danger to the pure Hungarian 

people. As a result, the case demonstrates only partial discursive adaptation, not a full 

adaptation of the pre-existing discourse. Interestingly enough, though the case does not show 

the full adaptation expected beforehand, the case of Fidesz does show that populist discourses 

are able to remain coherent during major external events, without abandoning the core 

antagonistic divide.  
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4.5 Divergence 

In the last section of the analysis, I will touch upon the empirical divergence between PiS and 

Fidesz that has been displayed in the last 4 sections.  

In the case of PiS, Morawiecki’s immediate framing in the analysed speeches formed a 

continuity with the pre-existing discourse. The narrated people and elite identification remained 

coherent. The EU and Germany were framed as naïve and “short-sighted” in their approach to 

Russia. In addition, the existence of Russia in the antagonistic framework before 2022 

simplified the task for Morawiecki to frame Russia as the antagonist after the invasion of 

Ukraine. His framing after the invasion was non-contradictory with previous narratives, no co-

existing narratives, and a strong linkage to the pre-existing populist divide could be observed. 

This meant that PiS’ discourse showed no signs of dislocation. In the second half of 2022, 

Morawiecki could use the non-dislocated discourse to PiS’ benefit. He stressed that the Poles 

were right all along about Russian aggression. By doing this, he emphasized the coherence of 

PiS’ discourse, as well as reinforced it. Thereby, PiS pre-existing discourse was affirmed. 

Fidesz’ discourse took a diverging path in comparison with PiS, which largely had to 

do with the pragmatic placement of Russia in the pre-existing discourse. During the immediate 

reaction in the first half of 2022, this led to a discursive challenge for Orbán. The framing in 

Russia became ambiguous, while barely keeping the people-elite identification coherent. A 

tension arose between, on the one hand, the attribution of blame and, on the other, the 

acknowledgement of Russia’s responsibility. 

This revealed a deeper tension in Orbán’s immediate framing. Acknowledging Russia’s 

responsibility and placing it as an antagonistic actor in the elite-people divide (as PiS did) would 

be a break with the pre-existing discourse. At the same time, doing this would also mean that 

Orbán would have to discursively ally himself more with the EU. As a result, Orbán found 

himself between a rock and a hard place because resolving the discursive tension would mean 

a dislocated discourse, since this would mean changing the elite-people identification (which 

was called discursive suicide in section 4.3.2). The result was a partial dislocation. 

Consequently, Orbán partially adapted his discourse. The blame for the causes and 

consequences of the war was put on the EU and NATO. In the meantime, he did try to shift 

from the war by falling back on previous narratives.  

The difference between PiS and Fidesz can be explained by the difference in discursive 

compatibility. PiS discourse before the invasion constructed Russia as an antagonist, an 

“imperialist” threat to the people. As a result, the framing after the invasion directly reinforced 

earlier narratives. The Fidesz discourse did not construct Russia as an antagonist before the war. 
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This resulted in an awkward situation for Orbán, though he was able to keep his elite-people 

divide coherent. 

This divergence partially confirms the theoretical expectations. What the analysis 

showed is that PiS followed expectation A, the causal mechanism of high compatibility, no 

dislocation, and discursive affirmation. However, Fidesz did not experience the full dislocation 

and adaptation expected beforehand, which fitted with theoretical expectation B. Alternatively, 

the invasion led to partial dislocation and partial adaptation. Orbán was able to reinterpret the 

invasion into his populist divide without losing the pre-existing antagonistic divide.  

5 CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION 
In this thesis, the effect of a major international event on the political discourse of populist 

parties has been studied. In Chapter two, it was determined that the relationship between these 

two variables is influenced by the intervening variable of crisis framing. Following the 

subjectivist approach to crises, it was established that populists perform crises, which decides 

the relevance of an international event to the populist discourse.  

Based on the theoretical framework presented in Chapter two, two expectations were 

identified on whether and how populist discourse, conceptualized as a ‘pre-existing discourse’, 

is affected by an international event. These expectations regard discursive affirmation or 

discursive adaptation by populists.  These two expectations inform the subsequent analysis of 

the discourses of the Polish PiS party and the Hungarian Fidesz party by using a discursive 

tracing method with a Most Similar Systems Design. It was expected that discursive affirmation 

would be observed in the case of PiS and discursive adaptation in the case of Fidesz. In this 

chapter, I will evaluate these theoretical expectations and causal mechanisms in light of the 

empirical findings. In addition, I will address the limitations and shortcomings of this study. 

Lastly, I will touch upon the theoretical implications and propose recommendations for further 

research.  

5.1 Evaluating theoretical expectations 

From the initial analysis, a high discursive compatibility was observed between the pre-existing 

discourse of PiS and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Based on that, discursive affirmation was 

expected. Indeed, in the immediate framing by Polish PM Morawiecki, there was an absence 

of discursive dislocation. The external shock of the invasion did not affect the stability of the 

pre-existing discourse. In contrast, the invasion was used as a confirmation of earlier narratives. 

This reinforced the discursive credibility of Morawiecki because he could rely upon the stability 
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of his populist discourse. The conclusion on PiS was that the absence of dislocation and the 

application of the indicators meant that evidence for discursive affirmation was found. 

Morawiecki also used crisis framing to confirm earlier narratives, and as expected, this meant 

that the Russian invasion was used as proof of earlier discourse, strengthening PiS’s credibility. 

This meant that PiS indeed confirmed the theoretical expectations of discursive affirmation.  

In contrast with PiS, the observations on Fidesz followed the causal mechanisms in a 

more nuanced way than expected beforehand. From the reconstruction of the pre-existing 

discourse, a lower discursive compatibility was expected. The expectation was that friction 

would occur between the geopolitical reality of the invasion and Fidesz’ pre-existing discourse. 

This was mainly due to the position of Russia within the populist discourse, as well as to the 

strong antagonistic messaging on the EU. From the analysis of the immediate framing of Orbán 

after the invasion, partial dislocation was observed. This meant a slight shift from the full causal 

pathway that was expected, considering the lower levels of discursive compatibility. Orbán was 

able to keep his elite-people divide and the surrounding antagonistic framing stable.  

However, the Russian aggression did challenge the pre-existing discourse because the 

narrated pragmatic relationship with Russia could not be reconciled in the discourse with 

Russia’s geopolitical ambitions. This resulted in a partial, more nuanced form of adaptation. 

The elite-people identification remained intact, but some signifiers changed to accommodate 

Russia’s position within the discourse. Fidesz used narratives to account for the external event, 

while at the same time ensuring that the populist divide between the people and elite remained 

coherent. In IR-terms, Orbán was discursively ‘hedging’ as he was trying not to fully align 

Hungary with either Russia or the EU.  

The conclusions on partial adaptation suggest that changes in populist discourses are 

not as binary as theoretically expected beforehand. One might view this as a weakness of the 

causal mechanism, because this binary aspect was not considered before. However, the 

mechanism did accurately predict the lack of discursive compatibility between the Russian 

invasion and the pre-existing discourse of Fidesz, as observed in the analysis. The causal 

mechanism accounted for that change and explained how Fidesz tried and partially succeeded 

in interpreting the invasion into the pre-existing discourse. This means that the causal 

mechanism did predict how both discourses changed as a result of the Russian invasion, but 

that the discursive outcomes are more nuanced. 

The resulting divergence between Fidesz and PiS could be explained by historical path-

dependency. Poland and Hungary have a different discursive history vís a vís Russia. Poland 

was historically more hard-line against Russia, as made clear by the anti-Russia narratives of 
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Morawiecki before the Russian invasion. In contrast, Hungary had a major narrative on 

Hungarian-Russian economic cooperation. The invasion of Ukraine forced both leaders to 

interpret the invasion through those pre-existing discourses because they were dependent on 

the historical discourse to maintain domestic support. Seen this way, rather than the invasion 

itself, this difference in historical discourses could have caused the divergence in discursive 

reactions to the invasion.  

5.2 Theoretical implications 

The outcomes of this study produce multiple theoretical implications. The first of which is that 

populist discourses, while resilient and flexible, are also characterized by inflexibility. This 

means that the comparison between PiS and Fidesz suggests two different elements of populist 

discourses.  

The first element is that populists are flexible in changing discourses when under 

external pressure. This observation contributes to the research on populism and the idea of 

‘discursive flexibility’ since I observed that populists are able to rearticulate narratives in 

response to discursive dislocation. Populists can change narratives while keeping the core 

discourse, consisting of the elite-people divide, stable. This implies a certain resilience of 

populist discourses, because it is able to withstand international shock and remain intact even 

when there is evidence of lower discursive compatibility, as has been shown in the case of 

Fidesz. Although the invasion of Ukraine, along with its consequences, meant an expected 

challenge to the populist discourse, the identification of elite-people divide remained stable. 

Instead, what was observed was that the surrounding narratives are more flexible to account for 

the external challenge.  

Despite it being characterized by its resilience and flexibility, the second element of 

populist discourse is that there are boundaries to this. While populists are able to change 

narratives and keep the populist discourse coherent, at the same time, they are constrained by 

the previous identification of the antagonism between the people and the elite. This was also 

observed in the analysis. Since Fidesz was bound by a pre-existing discourse in which Russia 

was not an antagonist, it could not interpret the Russian invasion as a threat against the 

Hungarian people. This made the Fidesz discourse inflexible despite its discursive resilience, 

because it could not place Russia definitively as an antagonist in the populist divide.  

The second theoretical implication is that leaders refrain from changing the elite-people 

identification itself. The observations on Fidesz, in which Orbán managed to keep the divide 

intact despite the challenges, shows that above all populists try to keep the elite-people divide 
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intact. The exact reasons for this have not been studied in this thesis. But by completely 

changing the antagonistic divide, populists may risk harsh consequences, because it could cause 

the loss of discursive credibility of the populist party. As theorised, a populist party is built 

around a core discourse and changing that core discourse would mean changing the core identity 

of a party. Changing this is a high-risk action that has been coined ‘discursive suicide’ in the 

analysis. If Fidesz had abandoned its pragmatic discourse on Russia, and fully aligned itself 

with the Western narratives, this would have meant a total dislocation of the discourse on which 

the party was built on for the past two decades and would mean a break with the discourse that 

Fidesz voters were mobilized on.  

The third implication builds on the discussion of seeing discursive change as non-

binary. Following Laclau’s theory, I expected either affirmation or adaptation.  The empirical 

analysis however, was not as mutually exclusive, but more nuanced. I found that populist 

discourses are able to be partially adapted in a situation that threatens the populist discourse, 

but is not fully dislocated. This finding suggests that discursive outcomes of populist parties 

during a major international event should be seen as degrees of adaptation. This implies a 

discursive scale or spectrum for discursive change for populists in challenging times of major 

international crises.  

To understand this, the work by Charles Hermann could be used to define types of 

discursive changes. Obviously, Hermann’s arguments focused on foreign policy change, but 

the important notion here is that he conceptualised that there are levels to change. According to 

Hermann, change occurs from small ‘adjustment’ changes, all the way to the largest 

‘international orientation’ changes in which the entire direction of foreign policy is adjusted 

(Hermann, 1990). The shifts seen in the case of Fidesz could be assigned to the smallest, 

‘adjustment’ changes, rather than the ‘international orientation’ change. For this reason, Fidesz 

was able to adapt to the Russian invasion without abandoning the core populist divide, by 

making small ‘adjustment’ changes to narratives.  

The fourth theoretical implication is that international shocks do not alter domestic 

populist politics without being interpreted through crisis framing. This notion, part of the 

second-image reversed approach, had already been discussed in the introduction, but the 

analysis confirms it. What was observed was that an international event can have different 

effects on populist politics, depending on the framing. While the Russian invasion itself was 

framed as part of the plethora of crises threatening the Polish people, for the Hungarian people, 

the economic consequences as a result of the EU sanctions were framed as a crisis that was part 

of the broader threat. This, in turn, led to different political outcomes, because it partly 
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determined why and explained how Orbán and Morawiecki responded differently. 

Morawiecki’s focus on security determined his role in the EU, and Orbán’s focus on economic 

consequences allowed him to neither align himself with Russia nor the EU.  

The fifth, and last, theoretical implication is that crisis performance is used by populists 

to portray a sense of constant threat to the people. In both the Hungarian and Polish case, the 

framing of external events as crises was an important part of the narrative construction. For 

example, Orbán continuously stated that the Hungarian people were under siege from 

pandemics, migration, Brussels, the economy, and George Soros. This fits well with Moffitt’s 

idea of ‘spectacularisation’ because different events were framed as threats and linked together 

into one major crisis to ‘the people’.  

5.3 limitations and shortcomings 

While the analysis has provided useful insights, some limitations and shortcomings have to be 

addressed as well. First, the data on Morawiecki are not fully comparable with the data on 

Orbán. As mentioned in the methodology section, the speech data of Morawiecki are scattered 

on multiple platforms and websites, and often heavily redacted by the Polish Chancellery office. 

While some measures have been taken to account for this constraint, for example by the use of 

other sources, this difference between the analysis on Orbán and Morawiecki should still be 

recognized because it affected the amount of data available on Morawiecki.  

Second, the time-frame limitations of this study should be acknowledged. As a result of 

the choice for a comparative multiple case study, a tighter time frame of 2021 and 2022 was 

chosen. The advantage of this was that more speeches within a shorter time frame could be 

analysed. The disadvantage was that the long-term consequence of the populist discourses could 

not be observed.  

Third, the analysis is focused on two Post-communist States in CEE. As a result, the 

theoretical mechanisms have not been applied to other European or non-European populist 

parties. The elites and people from other populist parties might be interpreted differently, which 

impacts the way an external event influences the populist discourse. One can imagine that the 

elite-people divide in a left-wing populist party reacts differently to the Russian invasion than 

a right-wing populist party. For example, a left-wing populist party might frame the war in more 

economic terms and as result of capitalist greed or resources. Also, both Poland and Hungary 

are members of supranational organisations such as NATO and the EU. This might have 

softened some of the populist rhetoric and restricted the room for discursive changes.  
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The fourth limitation is the internal validity. In Chapter three, I touched upon the 

problem of unmeasured variables. An example is the difference in historical memory regarding 

Russia between Hungary and Poland. Although this variable has not been measured in great 

detail in the analysis, some evidence points to the consideration that the historical differences 

between the two states could explain some of the variance in discursive changes.  

Lastly, a part of the analysis of Fidesz’s discourse was based of speeches during the 

Hungarian 2022 election campaign. Considering that elections are of great importance to 

political parties, narratives by politicians in speeches during this period could be more extreme 

and focused on certain issues. The analysis did indeed show that, in his speeches immediately 

following the invasion, Orbán launched more direct attacks on the domestic opposition to 

disqualify his electoral opponents. The campaign might have propelled Orbán to frame the 

domestic opposition as warmongers. It is difficult to establish if Orbán would have framed the 

opposition the same way if there had been no elections, but the election campaign made it more 

difficult to differentiate between narrative adaptation in a reaction to an international event and 

a tactical campaign move to gain seats and mobilize voters.  

5.4 Recommendations for further research 

These limitations lead to ideas for further research. An obvious recommendation is the analysis 

of the long-term implications of external events on political discourse. It would be interesting 

to observe how the discourse of Fidesz changed during the 2026 elections, and in what way 

external events might have impacted those changes. Also, an application to left-wing populist 

parties is necessary to test if the model applies to a wider ideological spectrum of populist 

parties. Furthermore, the case of PiS has shown that stressing narrative coherence in a time of 

crisis can have certain political consequences. Future research should decide whether having a 

highly coherent discourse during an international crisis influences a politician’s leverage in 

international organizations, such as the EU. 

 In addition, further research should study the impact of international organizations on 

the discursive possibilities of domestic populist parties in more detail. In what way does being 

a member of NATO and the EU restrict the room for major discursive changes during an 

international crisis? Does being a member of the EU lessen the change of discursive 

dislocation?  

Lastly, in a future model, the variable of the domestic electoral space should be 

considered as potentially relevant. Under section 4.3.1, I shortly touched upon the domestic 

opportunity structure PiS had in the weeks after the invasion and how this provided a discursive 
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space for Morawiecki to continue the pre-existing narratives. Though just one short section was 

dedicated to this variable, further research should be done into this idea of domestic opportunity 

in combination with discursive space.  

Future research should prove the validity of the model of populist discourse change and 

test it on other empirical cases. Changing narratives may be how populist parties protect their 

core ideological discourse, but populists are still bound in their framing by their identification 

of the people and the elite. So, although populist parties are characterized by their flexibility 

and survive through language, they are at the same time constrained within that flexibility.  
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