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Times of crisis always function as gateways for dissatisfaction and protest. 
There are growing doubts about the government’s ability to act and the loss 
of control is perceived as a threat to everyday life at a personal and a societal 
level. This plays into the hands of political forces that seek to stoke worries, 
fears and resentment, and to pillory elites, institutions or a whole system. 
This is precisely what happened as a result of the migration crisis. But did 
right-wing populist groupings also profit from the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The 2021 MIDEM Annual Study reveals a mixed picture in this regard. The 
response to the question depends on whether right-wing populists have gov-
ernmental responsibilities or whether they are in the opposition. It can be 
observed that, for the most part, they initially advocated tough restrictions. 
However, those that were not in power then changed sides, becoming some 
of the harshest critics. They saw the crisis as a chance to once again accuse 
the political and media elites of failure. The threat of the virus was frequently 
equated with that posed by migration, whereby immigration was also de-
scribed as a health risk for the population, which brings us full circle and back 
to the communication strategy in the migration crisis. 

Yet, it is by no means the case that right-wing populists everywhere benefited 
from the COVID-19 crisis. They found it difficult to find the right aspect of the 
crisis to focus on in order to mobilize their supporters. However, they were 
able to succeed with their strategy in particular in places where they man-
aged to seize on the existing alienation experiences of individual population 
groups and intensify those feelings by means of their populist criticism of 
elites, institutions and the system. This is evident in empirical findings for 
Saxony, which form a part of the German version of MIDEM annual study. 

The communication strategies employed by right-wing populist groupings in 
seven European countries were examined on the basis of their official Face-
book pages. The quantitative evaluation was incorporated in the analysis of 
the political behavior of these parties and the discursive context of national 
measures to contain the virus. MIDEM was again able to count on the ex-
pertise of members of its international research network. All contributors 
deserve thanks for their focused work during the research and evaluation of 
the data as well as the production of the texts. The editing, proofreading and 
production team has once again brought the demanding process to a suc-
cessful conclusion. We are grateful for the constant, generous and trusting 
support of Stiftung Mercator and the TU Dresden. 

  

Prof. Dr. Hans Vorländer
Director 
Mercator Forum Migration and Democracy (MIDEM)
TU Dresden

FOREWORD
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 Right-wing populist parties respond to the pandemic 
in one of two ways: Those in the government attempt to 
depoliticize the topic of the COVID-19, whereas right-wing 
populist parties in the opposition use the pandemic to 
strengthen and define their populist profile.  

 For the most part, right-wing populists do not use their 
official channels to address the topic of the COVID-19 
more frequently than other parties. There is, however, 
a distinct difference in the kind of communication when 
compared to other parties: In the social media of many 
right-wing populist parties, state measures to combat 
the pandemic have become a backdrop for polemics and 
emotionally charged criticism of the government. 

 In order to be perceived as a credible alternative to the 
established parties, right-wing populists in the opposition 
radically changed course at the beginning of the pandem-
ic: They went from proponents of the protective measures 
to harsh critics. In this way they stayed true to their an-
ti-establishment stance and presented themselves as the 
mouthpiece of ‘the people’ who are being strangled by the 
COVID-19 measures. 

 Right-wing populists justify the rejection of the gov-
ernment’s infection prevention and control measures be-
cause of the impact on the economy on the one hand and 
on individual freedoms on the other. They warn of a wave 
of bankruptcies and the collapse of the economy. Many 
right-wing populists also see measures such as placing 
limits on social contacts as an unjustified encroachment 
on fundamental rights and freedoms. 

 The topic of migration remains important for right-wing 
populists, even during the pandemic. However, this ap-
plies in particular to right-wing populist parties in North-
ern and Western Europe – and is true to a lesser extent for 
right-wing populists in East-Central and Southern Europe. 
The topics of the COVID-19 and migration are often linked, 
for example, when warnings are issued about the virus 
being spread due to irregular migration.

 There are various issues which function as catalysts for 
criticism of the European Union. Right-wing populists in 
Central and Eastern Europe demand a return to national 
sovereignty instead of European cooperation, whereas in 
the case of the right-wing populists in Sweden criticism is 
directed first and foremost at the EU’s measures to assist 
member states to recover economically and financially 
from the COVID-19 crisis. 

 Right-wing populists do not fundamentally question 
professional expertise about the pandemic. Rather, they 
use their official channels of communication to attempt to 
expand the range of opinions. However, this does not gen-

erally mean spreading conspiracy theories, instead they 
point out supposed ‘blind spots’ in the COVID-19 debate. 
Content which would be classed as conspiracy theories is 
mainly spread on other right-wing populist and extreme 
right-wing platforms.

 In the course of the pandemic, right-wing populist par-
ties initially suffered slight losses of support on average, 
but then stabilized at pre-crisis levels. In countries where 
right-wing populists were part of the government, those 
parties generally lost somewhat more support, after a 
brief rise at the beginning of the crisis. 

 A continuation of the pandemic can cause the dissat-
isfaction with the crisis management to grow, which can 
be actively used by right-wing populists to deepen political 
and social divisions. The longer-term social and economic 
effects of the COVID-19 crisis can also easily serve as the 
backdrop for populist criticism of the government.

 In the case of the AfD in Germany, it can be assumed 
that above all its populist style was decisive in convincing 
numerous radical ‘Coronavirus-skeptics’ to back the par-
ty. As the evaluation of the representative survey on the 
COVID-19 measures in Saxony shows, the tendency to 
voice sharp and even highly conspiracist criticism of the 
infection prevention and control measures mainly arises 
in connection with populist orientations in the population 
(see German version of the Annual Study 2021). 

9
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INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 AND RIGHT-WING POPULISM

Times of crisis are said to be the hour of the populists. The financial 
crisis increased the support for both left- and right-wing populists, 
whereas the migration crisis provided a boost primarily for right wing 
populist parties1. Both crises fueled the perception of political failure 
and revealed a growing dissatisfaction with democratically elected 
representatives. They were gateways for populists, whose political 
business model is to stoke doubts about the responsiveness, the legi-
timacy and the ability to act of political and media elites and to mobilize 
the concerns, fears and resentment of the population. However, populist 
movements and parties do not simply benefit from crises. They can also 
significantly contribute to promote and heighten the perception of crisis, 
thus playing a substantial role in exacerbating grievances and inciting 
societal divisions. Fueling a sense of crisis is the common populist way of 
doing politics, making sharp distinctions between the ‘good’ people and 
the ‘corrupt’ elite, a narrative that de facto enables the disempowerment 
of representative institutions and authorizes autocratic leadership, as 
a means to implement the authentic, homogeneous and unadulterated 
will of the people (Vorländer 2019; 2020; 2021). 

In recent years, the significant public interest in the topic of migra tion 
and its extensive media coverage facilitated the mobilization of voters 
by right-wing populists (MIDEM 2018; 2019; Angeli/Otteni 2022). It is 
much less clear whether the COVID-19 crisis could and can be used 
by populists in the same way to attract more public attention and to 
politically mobilize: Does the pandemic represent an opportunity for 
right-wing populists or is it a risk? There are good reasons to assume that 
populists are capable of politically harnessing the dissatisfaction with the 
governments’ management of the pandemic. In fact, protest marches 
against governmental measures were at times directly organized by 
right-wing populist parties (as in Spain). And where there were ‘hybrid’ 
protest events against restrictions or vaccination campaigns, comprising 
very diverse social groups, right-wing populist (and far-right) forces often 
participated, attempting to gain influence and to use the pro tests to 
further their agenda. In addition, the spread of misinformation on social 
media concerning the dangerousness of the virus and the alleged side-
effects of vaccines, can easily play into the hands of right-wing populist 
forces. As an analysis of the German case shows, positions critical of the 
management of the pandemic can be combined with blanket criticism 
of the liberal-democratic system, policies, public service media and 
government action (cf. Guhl/Gerster 2020). 

At second glance, however,  it could also be problematic for right-wing 
populists to instrumentalize the COVID-19 crisis. There are two reasons for 
this: Firstly, the demand for greater consideration of medical expertise in 
politically relevant decisions does not sit well with the anti-elite protest stance 
of right-wing populist parties. The social and health-related policy fields that 
have dominated the political and media agenda throughout the course of the 
pandemic do not fit the ‘issue profile’ of right-wing populist parties. Issues 
related to migration and belonging, which are at the core of these parties’ 
agenda, did not generate nearly as much public interest and media attention 
as before (cf. fig. 1). Thus, the potential media impact of typical radical right 
messages also faded. Secondly, with the onset of the pandemic, there was 

1 The terms “radical right” and “right-wing populist” are used interchangeably throughout this study.

CRISES AS GATEWAYS FOR 
POPULISTS

RIGHT-WING POPULISTS AT 
COVID-19 PROTESTS

PANDEMIC POSES CHALLENGES 
FOR RIGHT-WING POPULISTS
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a general call for strong and effective governments that would take decisive 
action against the spread of the virus. In countries like Germany, the citizens’ 
trust in the government rose to record levels at the beginning of the pandemic.2 
Under such circumstances it is difficult for right-wing populists to profit from 
the general sense of uncertainty. Sharp criticism of the government can easily 
lead to the impression that they are irresponsible and lack solidarity. What is 
more, after the onset of the pandemic, national governments often did exactly 
what right-wing populists had demanded for a long time: closing the borders. 
In addition, curfews and lockdowns are likely to be interpreted as the kind of 
determined government action that typically appeals to authoritarian-minded 
sections of the electorate (Klein 2020).3

The question thus begs itself: do right-wing populists profit from the COVID-19 
crisis or are they unable to do so? Based on polls and election results it would 
appear that the crisis has not brought about an increase in support for the 
right-wing populists; however, it has not triggered a downwards trend either. 
Those parties that did record increases were mainly relative newcomers to 
the political arena (like Fra telli d’Italia in Italy or Chega in Portugal)4. On a 
regional level the picture is somewhat more mixed: the AfD was successful 
first and foremost in regions where the measures to restrict the spread of 
the pandemic are viewed particularly critically, and where the vaccination 
rates are strikingly low (Vorländer/Herold/Otteni 2021: 22). One can also 
suppose that, as the  pandemic continues, dissatisfaction and mistrust of 
governments will increase, with further protests against infection prevention 
and control measures. These can be used by right-wing populists to deepen 

2 Similar developments can also be observed in other countries (European Commission 2021).
3 Even in the MIDEM study “COVID-19 in Saxony” – with all the criticism of the measures and restrictions 

– a relative majority of 49 percent of respondents felt it was a pity “that the government had not taken 
tougher measures in the fight against the pandemic”. Moreover, 60 percent considered it right “that 
the state even restricts priva te freedoms for the protection of its citizens if necessary” (Vorländer/
Herold/Otteni 2021: 22).

4 See German version of the Annual Study 2021

Fig. 1: Salience of migration and health
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Note: Proportion of respondents in the European Union who named migration or health as one of the two most important problems for their own country or 

the EU; For the question at the European level the response option ‘health’ was included for the first time in the Standard-Eurobarometer 93. 

Source: European Commission 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021 / Own representation
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political and societal divisions. It will be easier for populists to blame 
governments for the long-term social and economic consequences of the 
crisis and use them as a backdrop for criticism of the establishment. It is 
thus possible to conceive of a scenario where the pandemic context provides 
populists with opportunities to strengthen their fundamental and sweeping 
critique of liberal and representative democracy.

The MIDEM annual study of 2021 explores the relationship between the 
COVID-19 crisis and right-wing populism. It asks how such parties addressed 
the issue and whether they spoke about it more often than other parties. 
How did they evaluate the measures to contain the pandemic, the lockdowns, 
the restrictions of fundamental rights and the vaccination campaigns? Were 
they able to politicize the COVID-19 crisis and achieve polarizing effects, as 
they did with the migration crisis?5 The study provides a comparative and 
differentiated picture of right-wing populist strategies and narratives in 
Europe. Methodologically, it relies on the analysis of the official Facebook 
accounts of right-wing popu list parties in twelve European countries. 

The first finding to emerge from the quantitative analysis of Facebook content 
is that right-wing populist parties did not speak more often about COVID-19 
than other parties. In fact, in eight of the twelve countries studied these 
parties paid less attention to the pandemic than the established parties. 
There are exceptions (such as Konfederacja in Poland), but the majority of 
right-wing populists do not seem to concern themselves with the topic more 
than the other parties. In the official social media channels of the Spanish 

5 cf. also Bobba/Hubé 2021.

Fig. 2: Proportion of COVID-19-related Facebook posts of right-wing populist parties in Europe 
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VOX or the French Rassemblement National, for instance, COVID-19-related 
topics appear in less than 15 percent of their posts (cf. fig. 2). Right-wing 
populists in the government, on the other hand, like the Polish PiS or the 
Hungarian party Fidesz, focused on the topic with above-average frequency. 
Thus, whether right-wing populists have governmental responsibilities or are 
in the opposition constitutes a key difference.

The content analysis of COVID-19-related posts also reveals important 
differences in how right-wing populist parties dealt with the pandemic . 
Once again, the difference between right-wing populis ts in government and 
those in the opposition is evident: For the most part, right-wing populist 
parties in office endeavored to de-emotionalize and depoliticize the topic 
of the pandemic, in order to thereby give the impression of reliability and 
professionalism. The governing party PiS in Poland, for example, strictly 
avoided making the topic a subject of political controversy, judging by 
the fact that opposition parties are never mentioned in its social media 
communications on COVID-19-related issues.

The opposite is true for right-wing populist opposition parties: they had 
significantly more trouble devising a clear strategy on the issue. In the very 
early stages of the pandemic most of these parties advocated stricter and 
more comprehensive infection prevention and control measures and criti-
cized their respective government’s response as too lax and too slow. Just 
a few months later, however, the criticism of the government was radically 
different: COVID-19 measures were mostly criticized as excessive or 
disproportionate, despite the sometimes rising numbers of infections. There 
was often talk of scaremongering and ‘COVID-19 hysteria’. 

This sudden change of heart is not without reason: It often correlates with a 
change in the mood in the population. One reason for this is the increased 
focus on the social and economic effects of the pandemic (Stern 2021), which 
coincides with a drop in levels of trust in governments, after the initial sharp 
rise. Right-wing populists in the opposition took advantage of this change of 
mood by presenting themselves firstly as a mouthpiece of the hard-working 
majority of society suffering because of the COVID-19 measures and, 
secondly, as defenders of the freedoms that had been curtailed. However, 
there are differences in the way they criticized the government and to what 
extent: In some cases, they used the pandemic to radicalize their opposition 
(e.g. Vox in Spain), whereas in other cases the criticism was relatively mild 
(e.g. Dansk Folkeparti in Denmark). 

It is a typical characteristic of populist communication that more importance 
is attached to public opinion than scientific expertise or the results of 
empirical research (cf. Wondreys/Mudde 2020). Right-wing populist parties 
were nevertheless noticeably careful not to use their offi cial communication 
channels to sow mistrust towards expert opinions. The opinions of health 
experts are only rarely fundamentally questioned. Rather, right-wing 
populists attempt to expand the range of opinions to include positions 
which are said to have hardly been heard and which support their criticism 
of the government. Conspiracy theories are rarely found in the parties’ 
official accounts. Sharing of content related to conspiracy theories is in fact 
widespread in far right social media; however, when it comes from political 
actors, it usually occurs via the personal accounts of individual politicians.

It is unsurprising that right-wing populists have attempted to use the 
pandemic to further their agenda, establishing links between the pandemic 
and their flagship themes. This is most notably the case for migration. In 
addition to the general description of migrati on as a cultural, security and 
economic threat, a new kind of threat was incorporated into the narrative: 
the health risk posed by migrants for the indigenous population. There were, 

CHANGE OF COURSE IN THE 
INITIAL PHASE

SELECTIVE USE OF EXPERT 
OPINIONS

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
RIGHT-WING POPULISTS IN 
GOVERNMENT AND IN THE 

OPPOSITION

LINKS MADE BETWEEN COVID-19 
AND MIGRATION
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for example, frequent reports of infections among immigrants and people 
with a migration background, which were taken as proof that they are carriers 
of the virus or that they violate lockdowns. The traditional contrast between 
the native population and immigrants, whereby the political ‘elite’ is said to 
give preferential treatment to the immigrants, was also present in right-wing 
populist communica tion throughout the pandemic. More broadly related to 
their nativist agenda, there were frequent references to the “Chinese virus”, 
although no European party made this connection as frequently as the 
former US President Donald Trump (Woods et al. 2020). 

The quantitative analysis of social media has shown that the share of posts 
dealing with migration remains high (cf. fig. 3). This applies in particular to 
Northern and Western European countries, where these parties place greater 
emphasis on migration than is the case in the South and East of Europe. 
The question as to whether the COVID-19 crisis contributed to lowering the 
significance of the topic among right-wing populist parties does not have a 
clear-cut answer. The results reveal a mixed picture: In half of the countries 
studied the significance of migration stayed approximately the same or even 
increased (as in Spain, Sweden or France), in other countries it decreased (as 
in Germany, the Netherlands or Italy). 

Even though right-wing populists in the opposition are keen to link the 
pandemic to migration, the criticism of the state’s COVID-19 response 
does not follow an ethno-nationalist logic. Rather, it serves to sharpen 
and strengthen the parties’ populist profile. In particular the initial change 
of course by many right-wing populist opposi tion parties, who went from 
proponents of infection prevention and control measures to harsh critics, 
indicates that the parties’ first priority was to be perceived as the (sole) 

COVID-19 DOES NOT DISPLACE 
THE TOPIC OF MIGRATION

Fig. 3: Proportion of migration-related Facebook posts made by right-wing populist parties in Europe pre-pandemic 
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alternative to the pandemic policy of the established parties. Yet, criticism of 
the measures is by no means exclusively the domain of right-wing populist 
parties. What sets them apart is the aggressive and populist tone in which 
their criticism is professed; after all, on the other side of the barricade is a 
supposedly aloof political elite who does not listen to ‘the people’. 

This close link between radical forms of criticism of state measures to combat 
the pandemic, on the one hand, and a populist view of politics, on the other 
hand, can also be observed when analyzing the survey conducted by MIDEM 
in May 2021 (Vorländer/Herold/Otteni 2021), in collaboration with the opinion 
research institute dimap. The results show which kind of communication 
resonates with the Corona-skeptical sections of the population. In particular, 
they reveal that the tendency to engage in sharp and even highly conspiracist 
criticism of COVID-19-related measures is not directly linked with ethnocent ric- 
nativist or authoritarian attitudes. Rather, populist orientations (such as a 
lack of basic trust in the reliability of political institutions and elites) are a 
far more reliable predictor of COVID-19-related conspiracy thinking. Feelings 
of deprivation, i.e. the perception of being neglected and unfairly treated 
compared to others, are also positively associated to the radical rejection 
of infection prevention and control measures. In the case of the AfD in 
Germany it can therefore be assumed that it is its populist style, above all, 
that convinces numerous radical ‘COVID-19 skeptics’ to back the party.

DATA & METHODS 

All country reports rely on a basic form of quantitative text analysis of 
Facebook publications in order to assess issue salience, that is, how much 
emphasis parties put on specific issues. There are two categories of issues 
that are of interest – the first is the pandemic (COVID-19 category) and the 
second is migration (migration category). A quantitative text analysis of the 
official social media accounts of parties is an appropriate method to answer 
the following two questions: (1) how much emphasis do radical right parties 
put on COVID-19?; and (2) has their traditional emphasis on migration 
changed during the pandemic? Because emphasis is a relative measure, 
other political parties are included in the quantitative analysis too, allowing 
us to place radical right parties in a comparative perspective.

As hand-coding methods are extremely time consuming when applied to 
large bodies of text, this study relies on a computerized content analysis, 
following a dictionary based approach6. This method consists of creating a 
list of terms associated to the categories of interest (in this case, COVID-19 
and migration) and algorithmically (1) identifying the subset of posts per 
party that contain the words in the dictionary and (2) allocating these posts 
to the categories of interest. This also allows us to count the proportion of 
social media posts that fall into the designated categories.

The words that are part of the dictionary were chosen based on a combination 
of a priori reasoning and empirical criteria. Naturally, common words such 
as ‘covid’, ‘corona’, ‘pandemic’, ‘virus’ or ‘lockdown’ were assigned to the 
COVID-19 category a priori, while ‘migration’, ‘migrant’, ‘asylum’ or ‘refugee’ 
were assigned to the migration category. In addition, all authors were 
instructed to manually check a list of all words in the database, ordered 
by their frequency. Words initially included in the dictionary but that were 
empirically irrelevant were excluded from the dictionaries; words that did 
not feature in the pre-defined dictionary but were empirically relevant to 
the categories – that is, frequently used – were added.

6 This method has, for example, been defended and applied by Rooduijn and Pauwels (2011) to the 
study of populism.

LINK BETWEEN REJECTION 
OF COVID-19 MEASURES AND 

POPULIST ATTITUDES
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC 

Denmark was not very hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, neither in terms 
of confirmed cases, nor in terms of official COVID-19-related deaths. With 
46 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants (as of September 30, 2021), Denmark 
remains one of the European countries least affected by the pandemic. 
The country did nevertheless experience a spike in both the number cases 
and deaths during the fall and winter of 2020, (cf. fig. 1). However, in spite 
of this, since the country had a low fatality rate throughout 2020 and 
effectively skipped the influenza season due to the restrictions in place, it 
even registered a negative excess mortality rate.1

The social democrat-led government (SDP) attributed this relative success 
in terms of the pandemic to the swift enactment of strict restrictions, guided 
by the principles of caution and solidarity (Frederiksen 2020).  Indeed, 
Denmark was the second country in Europe to impose a widespread 
lockdown. By mid-March, it had already closed its borders and enacted 
a series of restrictions (Nielsen/Lindvall 2021). Critics of the government 
argued that while the measures might have been successful in halting the 
spread of the virus, they were either too restrictive or lasted too long (Foss 
2020; Baun 2021; Holstein 2021; Holck 2021). In comparison with other 
European countries, however, the Danish restrictions were less severe 
(Scheinin/Molbaek-Steensig 2021; Scheinin 2021; Hale, et al. 2020).  

The COVID-19 pandemic initially proved a boon for the ruling 
Socialdemokraterne (S, Eng: Social Democrats), whose popularity in opinion 
polls soared after March 11, 2020, with voting intentions for the party going 
from 27 percent to 34 percent (Politico 2021). The centre-right party, Venstre 
(V, Eng: Liberal Party Denmark) which had been in power until the May 2019 
election, suffered the most during the pandemic. By the fall of 2020, which 
was when Denmark experienced its highest numbers of new infections, this 
‘rally ‘round the flag’ effect had waned and the SDP’s popularity decreased 
somewhat. Aside from the government, the other ‘winners’ in opinion polls 

1 That means that in 2020 fewer people died than on average in previous years (Vestergaard et al. 
2020).

COVID-19 statistics for Denmark (as of September 30, 2021)

Population 5,831,400

Confirmed cases 360,550

Confirmed cases per 100,000 6,183*

Deaths 2,658

Deaths per 100,000 46*

Case-fatality ratio 0.7 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

RULING PARTY EXPERIENCED A 
RALLY ‘ROUND THE FLAG EFFECT
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were the conservative party Det Konservative Folkeparti (K, Eng: Conservative 
People’s Party), whose support in the polls reached a level twice as high 
as the party achieved in the 2019 election, and the radical right party Nye 
Borgerlige (D, Eng: New Civic) which overtook the Dansk Folkeparti (DF, Eng: 
Danish People’s Party) in terms of popularity in the fall of 2020. Although 
the party only has four members of parliament, polls estimate that the 
Nye Borgerlige could now get 12 to 16 seats, while the Dansk Folkeparti 
(currently with 16 seats) was polling at around 9-11 seats (as of May 2021). 

Alongside the changes in party support levels that occurred in the fall of 
2020, there was also a significant change in the degree of public trust. In 
the summer of 2020, 78 percent tended to trust the national government 
and 95 percent were satisfied with the state of democracy, the highest level 
of any European country. By the winter of 2020, trust in the government 
had dropped to 65 percent and satisfaction with democracy to 87 percent 
whereas trust in the European Union remained unchanged over the same 
period at 62 to 63 percent (European Commission 2021: 67, 71, 249). 

This report investigates how COVID-19 has been used in the communications 
of populist radical right parties in Denmark, and whether there have been 
attempts to link COVID-19 to the already highly politicized topic of migration. 
Denmark has two main parties that can be described as populist radical right, 
Dansk Folkeparti and Nye Borgerlige. With their nativist agenda and populist 
rhetoric the Dansk Folkeparti and Nye Borgerlige fit the classic definition of 
populist radical right parties (Mudde/Kaltwasser 2017: 3). While Nye Borgerlige 
was created as recently as 2015 and then entered parliament in 2019, the 
Dansk Folkeparti has existed since the mid-1990s and by now has a long history 
of providing external parliamentary support to center-right governments. In 
exchange, it has obtained concessions on some of its key demands, which 
explains why Denmark has some of the most stringent immigration policies in 
Europe. In 2015, the Dansk Folkeparti became the largest right-wing party (21 
percent), but surprisingly showed no interest in participating in government. 
In 2019, its share of the vote decreased to just 8.7 percent. This coincided with 
the emergence of the Nye Borgerlige (2.4 percent) and an increasingly hard 
line being taken on immigration by mainstream parties. 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Denmark 
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The main difference between Dansk Folkeparti and Nye Borgerlige lies first 
and foremost in their economic ideology. Dansk Folkeparti’s base consists 
of older voters with low education levels and slightly below average 
monthly incomes, a full 40 percent of which are pensioners (Hansen 2020). 
In line with this, Dansk Folkeparti, although nominally a right-wing party, 
is a strong proponent of the welfare state. The rhetoric of Nye Borgerlige, 
on the other hand, champions personal freedom and responsibility and 
argues for lower taxes and fewer handouts. Nye Borgerlige voters are a 
heterogeneous mix of individuals with both high and low education and 
income (ibid.). Both parties are mainly focused on migration and asylum 
policies, but Nye Borgerlige has also profiled itself as being opposed to the 
#MeToo movement and against green policies. 

SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS – A COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND  
MIGRATION 

The pandemic was naturally one of the most debated topics on the parties’ 
social media throughout 2020 and 2021. Danish radical right parties 
did engage in the COVID-19 debate, but much less frequently than the 
mainstream parties. While the other parties dedicated, on average, 20 
percent of their Facebook posts to COVID-19-related issues, the Dansk 
Folkeparti allocated 15 percent of its posts to the pandemic and the Nye 
Borgerlige only 9 percent. In fact, there were several months during the 
pandemic in which the Nye Borgerlige had no posts at all dedicated to 
the topic. Among the political forces which posted most frequently about 
COVID-19 were the parties from the previous coalition government (Venstre 
and Det Konservative Folkeparti). They were quick to advocate a loosening 

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Denmark

Parties Abbrevia-
tion

European 
party  
affiliation

Ideology Results of the 
last Parlia-
mentary elec-
tion (2019)

Enhedslisten –  
De rød-grønne

EL (Ø) GUE/NGL Socialism
ecosocialist,
Eurosceptic

6.9 %

Socialistisk Folkeparti SF (F) G/EFA Social Democracy,
Green policy

7.7 %

Social-demokraterne S (A) S&D Social Democracy 25.9 %

Det Radikale Venstre RV (B) Renew Europe Liberalism, centrist 8.6 %

Venstre, Danmarks Liberale 
Parti

V (V) Renew Europe Liberalism,
centrist

23.4 %

Det Konservative Folkeparti K (C) EVP Conservatism, liberal 6.6 %

Dansk Folkeparti DF (O) ID Right-wing populism,
nationalist, 
Eurosceptic

8.7 %

Nye Borgerlige  - (D) - Right-wing populism,
nationalist
economic liberal,
Eurosceptic

2.4 %

* In Denmark, either the abbreviations are used, which are derived from the party names or the electoral list (in brackets).
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of restrictions beyond what the government envisaged. Interestingly, 
these parties paid more attention to the pandemic than the governing 
Socialdemokraterne. Otherwise, there is no clear left-right division in the 
amount of attention paid to the issue of COVID-19.

The dominant focus of the Dansk Folkeparti and the Nye Borgerlige is 
questions related to immigration and asylum. Figure 3 shows the percentage 
of their Facebook posts that were on the topics of migration, integration 
and Islam from January 2019 until April 2021. It is clear that both radical 
right parties pay disproportionate attention to these topics and that they 
occupy a prominent place on the parties’ agendas. In particular, the topic 
of migration was present in at least 30 percent of Facebook posts made 
by radical right parties before the pandemic. It is, however, interesting to 
observe that these parties’ relative attention to migration and related topics 
has decreased during the pandemic, yet there is still considerable focus on 
these issues, particularly in the case of the Dansk Folkeparti (cf. fig. 4). 

It should be said at this juncture that the low number of posts on migration 
made by the mainstream parties does not necessarily mean they are not 
active in this debate. Rather, they tend to allocate this type of rhetoric 
to specific spokespersons. This allows them to cater to anti-immigration 
sentiments whilst at the same time remaining somewhat sheltered from the 
fallout in the moderate vote should one of these proxies take the rhetoric 
a step too far. During the period studied, the SDP in particular made use 
of this strategy. The party itself posted on migration or integration just 13 
times, whereas the spokesperson on immigration and integration, Rasmus 
Stoklund, posted on the issue 163 times. In these posts, Stoklund uses 
a blunt and hyperbolic communication style similar to that of the Dansk 
Folkeparti. Posts are often focused on the ethnicity of the individuals who 
are the target of Stoklund’s rebukes. (For recent examples of this style 
of communication see for example Stoklund 06/05/2021, 06/16/2021, 
06/20/2021).2 

2 Stoklund on June 20th 2021: “officer hit by crazy driver, assumed to be from the Middle East”: htt-
ps://www.facebook.com/1675976205990131/posts/2924482851139454 and on June 16th 2021: “Dear 
Syrian men in this video, it might be the custom where you’re from, but here in Denmark it’s consi-
dered rude to honk and wave flags from your car” https://www.facebook.com/1675976205990131/
posts/2921479018106504 and on June 5th 2021: “It hurts our feelings of justice when a Somali-
an who has been sentenced to expulsion is not expelled straight away” https://www.facebook.
com/1675976205990131/posts/2913904925530580

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts by parties
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https://www.facebook.com/1675976205990131/posts/2913904925530580
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RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE

When the COVID-19 restrictions were first enacted, all mainstream parties 
conveyed messages of unity and support for the government’s measures. 
The Dansk Folkeparti and the NB joined the consensus, expressing their 
endorsement of the government’s handling of the pandemic and urging 
people to follow the recommendations (Dansk Folkeparti 03/06/2020; 
Nissa/Siim 2021). However, as the pandemic dragged on, the parties 
became more ambivalent in their communications. 

This is particularly the case for the Nye Borgerlige and its leader, Pernille 
Vermund, who was more critical of the government’s lockdown policies 
than her counterpart in the Dansk Folkeparti. The Nye Borgerlige posted 
less on COVID-19 issues than any of the other parties in the study, by far, 
– indicating that it did not try to mobilize support using the topic to any 
great extent. However, the leader of the party, Vermund, was significantly 
more active in this regard. With a rhetoric centred on ‘freedom’ and ‘civic 

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, integration or Islam by parties
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Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, integration or Islam of the parties Dansk Folkeparti and Nye Bor-
gerlige pre-pandemic and post-onset 
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trust’, she contested the extension of lockdown measures on the basis 
that they were being taken too far and that they were making the Danes 
‘poorer and less free’. She went further still, associating the restrictions to 
the desire of the left to ‘control our lives and our movements’ (Vermund 
05/29/2020). The party did not seem to have a clear strategy, however, 
alternating between periods in which it neglected to comment on the 
pandemic at all and others when it sided with those protesting against the 
measures, yet, in a clear contradiction, also urged solidarity and posted 
vaccination selfies.

It should be said that neither of the two main radical right parties 
downplayed the risk of the pandemic, nor did they make a habit 
of questioning expert opinions. The one instance when the Dansk 
Folkeparti most obviously eschewed the mainstream consensus was 
when questioning the usefulness of face masks; it opposed them being 
mandatory, claiming there was a lack of supporting evidence to justify their 
use (Dansk Folkeparti 10/27/2020). The use of masks became compulsory 
in stores and indoor public spaces in October 2020, as the number of 
infections increased. When the Dansk Folkeparti took its stance on masks 
it also coincided with the emergence of a number of vocal opponents of 
mask-wearing (who claimed that masks did not work or that it was harmful 
to wear them). Apart from this noteworthy instance, the Dansk Folkeparti 
was generally supportive of the government’s measures and it was not 
until early 2021 that it joined a growing chorus of voices demanding a 
quicker and ‘more logical’ reopening process. 

However, November 2020 had already marked the point when there 
ceased to be a general consensus over the handling of the pandemic, 
due to the ‘mink scandal’; the discovery of COVID-19 virus mutations in 
mink farms and the fear that they could jeopardize the development of 
vaccines prompted the Prime Minister to order that all mink in Denmark 
be euthanized, regardless of whether or not they were infected. As 
it became clear that there was no legal basis for the governmental 
order, the government found itself under intense scrutiny from both 
the right and the left and the minister in charge had to step down. Of 
course, the Nye Borgerlige and the Dansk Folkeparti joined the chorus 
of critical voices, demanding the resignation of the Prime Minister and 
blaming the government for the destruction of the mink industry (Nye 
Borgerlige 10/11/2020). As a result of the scandal, the new Epidemics Act 
took longer to negotiate and contained more checks and balances on the 
government’s handling of the pandemic. 

As the focus of the debate shifted to vaccination matters and progressive 
reopening in the early months of 2021, the divide between the two populist 
radical right parties became more evident. While the Dansk Folkeparti 
sided with the remaining opposition parties when negotiating the process 
of reopening, the Nye Borgerlige adopted a more confrontational posture. 
One point of disagreement was the introduction of a green pass (which at 
the time of discussion functioned first and foremost as proof of a recent 
negative test). This solution had the support of the Dansk Folkeparti. The 
Nye Borgerlige, on the other hand, walked out of negotiations, arguing 
that a “Corona-pass is not health politics, it is the politics of control” 
(Nye Borgerlige 03/16/2021). With the Nye Borgerlige having recently 
surpassed the Dansk Folkeparti in opinion polls, the Dansk Folkeparti 
used this opportunity to mock the Nye Borgerlige as conspiracy theorists, 
painting themselves instead as a more responsible and common-sense 
party: “Denmark is not Nazi Germany, and a vaccine passport has not been 
introduced, which some parties are trying to fool voters into believing” 
(Dansk Folkeparti 03/26/2021). 

MINK SCANDAL SHAKES 
UP PARLIAMENT AND ENDS 

CONSENSUS OVER COVID-19 
HANDLING

DANSK FOLKEPARTI FAVORS 
VACCINATION,

WHEREAS NYE BORGERLIGE IS 
AGAINST IT
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Apart from these specific instances, the parties both acted fairly similarly 
in that they linked the COVID-19 crisis to core issues in their political 
programmes. In both cases, this is visible first and foremost in their use 
of the pandemic as an opportunity to single out minority groups or to 
advance their anti-immigration agenda. Examples abound in their social 
media communications and can be found even in the very early days of the 
pandemic. To give just a few examples, Nye Borgerlige took the opportunity 
to rehash a demand to stop accepting asylum applications (Nye Borgerlige 
03/11/2020) and attempted to link migration and health by claiming that 
“migrants present a real danger of infections” (Nye Borgerlige 03/17/2020). 
Dansk Folkeparti argued for restrictions in the freedom of movement of 
asylum seekers: “all residents in asylum centres should be under lockdown. 
At the end of the day, we just don’t know if they’ve been to a high-risk area” 
(Dansk Folkeparti 03/13/2020). The party also lobbied for expulsions for 
COVID-19-related crimes (Dansk Folkeparti 04/02/2020a). Juxtapositions 
between the alleged poor behaviour of minorities and the assumed good 
behaviour of ethnic Danes are, unsurprisingly, frequent. As an example, 
Dansk Folkeparti shared a picture of a funeral, asking “Where is the logic? 
We cannot go to church for Easter…but today at the Islamic graveyard 
there were a lot of people gathered” (Dansk Folkeparti 04/09/2020). The 
emergence of a few hotspots in cities in August 2020 was also seen as an 
opportunity to blame minority groups for not living up to their civic duty, 
with Dansk Folkeparti claiming “the infections might have spread at several 
Eid-parties” (Dansk Folkeparti 08/10/2020) and Nye Borgerlige writing 
that “Two out of three infected in Aarhus have a Somali background. The 
Danes shouldn’t suffer because of irresponsible actions by the (sic) un-
integrationable” (Nye Borgerlige 08/05/2020). These claims were made 
despite ministerial data suggesting that the higher incidence in these areas 
was more likely due to more individuals working in primary care as well as 
larger households (Statens Serum Institut 2020).

In the same vein, the parties targeted foreign aid, using a Denmark-first 
rhetoric and complaining that the money was needed at home: “Dansk 
Folkeparti is not part of the deal to send 650 million to combat COVID-19 in 
Africa! A lot of Danes are losing their jobs these days. Therefore, we should 
ensure that we get out of the crisis alright before sending corona-packages 
to Africa” (Dansk Folkeparti 04/02/2020b).

In addition to their nativist/ anti-immigration agenda – which is clearly both 
parties’ main focus–, Dansk Folkeparti and Nye Borgerlige also made use of 
the COVID-19 pandemic to raise and promote some of their other favourite 
themes, Euroscepticism being one of them. The EU negotiations concerning 
the recovery plan were a welcome opportunity in this regard. 

Nye Borgerlige initially argued that the failure to agree on a recovery plan 
– “not even for those hardest hit, Spain and Italy” – meant that the “EU is 
a fiasco and will tear itself apart” (Nye Borgerlige 04/03/2020). The Dansk 
Folkeparti did not display quite as much solidarity despite Italy’s plight, 
stating instead that: “…The Commission is suggesting lending 5,600 billion 
on our behalf to gift to countries in Southern Europe. Even to Italy which has 
lower taxes than Denmark and is seriously considering using the money to 
lower taxes even more.” (Dansk Folkeparti 06/14/2020)

Furthermore, the parties naturally took advantage of the COVID-19 crisis to 
target their preferred constituencies and social policies. In line with other 
business-friendly right-wing parties, the Nye Borgerlige opposed what 
they term ‘climate populism’, arguing that businesses should be exempted 
from environment taxes during the pandemic (Nye Borgerlige 03/11/2020). 
The party’s leader attempted to portray the Nye Borgerlige as the sole 
champion of businesses’ rights to full financial compensation (Vermund 

LINKING MIGRATION AND 
PANDEMIA

THE PANDEMIC AS A PRETEXT TO
SPREADING EURO SKEPTICISM

RIGHT-WING POPULISTS 
POSITIONED THEMSELVES
PRO-BUSINESS
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07/25/2020); it opposed governmental measures claiming that they were 
not fully compensating the most affected sectors and were hurting the 
self-employed and small/medium businesses in particular (Vermund 
12/20/2020). The Dansk Folkeparti, on the other hand, used the pandemic 
from early on to champion its social policies in favour of the homeless, 
the unemployed or pensioners (e.g. Dansk Folkeparti 03/12/2020, Dansk 
Folkeparti 03/17/2020). 

OUTLOOK

At the time of writing it is safe to conclude that the pandemic did not drown 
out the anti-migrant focus of either of the two populist radical right parties. 
Instead, they were quick to politicize the pandemic, incorporating it into 
their existing anti-immigrant and anti-Islam narratives, targeting minority 
groups and asylum-seekers and portraying them as a health threat. 
They also both utilised the pandemic to criticise the EU and to oppose 
international institutions. As such, both parties mainly used the pandemic 
opportunistically to further their core political agenda.

Neither of the two parties gave in to the temptation of downplaying the 
risk of the pandemic or embracing a denialist or anti-vaccine agenda. This 
is unsurprising if one takes into account that the government’s handling 
of the pandemic was supported by a vast majority of the population – 
79 percent of respondents said they were generally satisfied with the 
measures taken, the highest value in the EU (European Commission 2021: 
92). However, as the pandemic dragged on and fatigue increased, however, 
the radical right parties became more ambivalent in their communication, 
as they attempted to cater both to the voters in favour of restrictions as 
well as to those who were more sceptical. A tendency towards the latter is 
particularly evident in the case of Nye Borgerlige’s leader, whose rhetoric 
centred on freedom, which ties in well with the socio-economic libertarian 
outlook of the party. Nonetheless, the pandemic has showed that, on the 
whole, the radical right is unlikely to redirect its focus away from its ethno-
nationalist agenda regardless of the existence of new polarising issues 
which could be pursued. 

This appears to be the case, despite the fact that over time the radical right 
has lost issue ownership of these topics, as mainstream parties in Denmark 
have embraced restrictive immigration policies. The mainstreaming of anti-
immigration rhetoric together with the emergence of the Nye Borgerlige 
further to its right have placed the Dansk Folkeparti in a precarious 
position because there is a limit as to how much further parties can go 
in their competition for the strictest anti-immigration stance. The electoral 
pressure created by this situation is however in contrast with the policy 
success of the radical right, as Denmark has some of the strictest rules on 
immigration and asylum in Europe, even though it is currently ruled by a 
social democratic government.
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2 FRANCE

DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC 

France’s experience throughout the COVID-19 pandemic resembles that 
of many of its West European neighbors. The first COVID-19 case was 
reported in France on January 24, 2020, and the first French death from 
the COVID-19 was recorded on February 26, 2020. Given rising cases in 
neighboring Italy, as well as early signs of an uptick in French cases, the 
French government, under President Emmanuel Macron, began to take 
relatively light measures to combat the virus in early March. These in-
cluded banning large gatherings, stockpiling facemasks, and closing the 
annual agricultural fair (Balonge/Hubé 2021). Amidst rising case num-
bers in France, Macron made his first television address on the state of 
the virus on March 12. On the 16th, Macron again addressed the French 
people, announcing a strict lockdown to begin the following day and 
comparing the state of affairs to a ‘war.’1

Despite these early measures, the virus spread quickly throughout 
France. Macron extended the initial lockdown until May 22, when restric-
tions were eased. Following a relatively relaxed summer, cases again 
spiked in the following autumn. France entered into another lengthy 
(though this time, partial) lockdown on October 30. Although the French 
case- and death toll receded in the winter, the early months of 2021 
brought about concern over new variants of the virus. While the gov-
ernment initially avoided another lockdown, hospitals were again over-
whelmed by late March, prompting school closures and non-essential 
shop closures. Despite the French vaccination program starting to gain 
pace the advance of the Delta variant of the virus in the summer of 2021 
presented a very real new threat to the French. Accordingly, on July 12, 
Macron announced that vaccines would be obligatory for those working 
in hospitals, nursing homes, and retirement homes. He also announced 

1 Macron followed this announcement with multiple television addresses in the subsequent days. 
There, he justified his government’s policies, which included closing international borders, banning 
non-essential outings (with the possibility of a fine), supporting small businesses with economic as-
sistance and healthcare workers with equipment and accommodation, and convening two scientific 
committees to advise the government (Rozenblum 2021). 

COVID-19 statistics for France (as of September 30, 2021)

Population 67,391,580

Confirmed cases 7,106,028

Confirmed cases per 100,000 10,544*

Deaths 117,474

Deaths per 100,000 174*

Case-fatality ratio 1.7 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

FOUR WAVES OF THE PANDEMIC 
AND THREE LOCKDOWNS
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the implementation of health passes (proof of a negative test or vacci-
nation) for the general public to enter into a variety of public spaces (Le 
Monde 2021). This shows four peaks in the case numbers and deaths 
(cf. fig. 1).
 
Support for Macron throughout the pandemic has remained relatively 
consistent. While his party, La République en Marche! (LaREM, Eng: The 
Republic on the Move!), performed poorly in municipal elections (March 
15 and June 28, 2020) as well as in regional elections (June 20 and 27, 
2021), polling for the 2022 presidential election has been steady. Both 
Macron and Marine Le Pen of the Rassemblement National (formerly the 
Front National; RN, Eng: National Assembly) maintained their status as 
likely opponents in a runoff, with each politician hovering around 25 
percent  since the onset of the pandemic (Politico 2021). While support 
for Macron appears consistent, evaluations of the Government’s han-
dling of the crisis reflect a mixed public mood. In mid-April of 2020, 56.7 
percent of survey participants were either not very satisfied or not satis-
fied at all with the Government’s management of the COVID-19 (Brourd/
Foucault 2020). More generally, trust in both the French government 
and the EU increased between the summer and winter of 2020, though it 
remains below the EU average on these metrics (European Union 2021). 
Satisfaction with democracy has remained relatively consistent through-
out the pandemic among the French, though also a bit below the EU 
average (ibid.).2 Nonetheless, the Rassemblement National made sure 
to voice its dissatisfaction with the Government’s management of the 
pandemic.

2 From question SD18a: ‘on the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, or not 
satisfied at all with the way democracy works in [OUR COUNTRY]?’ 50 percent (-2) of French respon-
dents were generally satisfied, while 47 percent (+1) were not. This can be compared to the EU27 
average of 55 percent (-3) satisfied and 44 percent (+3) unsatisfied.

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in France
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SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS – A COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND 
MIGRATION

The radical right in France has had to adjust its political communication 
throughout the pandemic. In this report, we consider data from the Ras-
semblement National’s official Facebook page. We find that this commu-
nicative adjustment includes three major trends. First, the Rassemblement 
National has decreased its volume of content since the onset of the pan-
demic; second, it has devoted considerable attention to COVID-19 in its 
Facebook communication; and third, it has increased its attention towards 
issues of migration and Islam.

In the fourteen months preceding the onset of the pandemic (here consid-
ered to be March 2020), the Rassemblement National posted 1,936 times 
on its page, almost double that of the next most active party online, La Ré-
publique en Marche! (which posted 1,021 times). In the following fourteen 
months, the Rassemblement National posted only 649 times, far less than 
Les Républicains (LR, Eng: The Republicans) (1,516) and the Parti Socialiste (PS, 
Eng: Socialist Party) (871), and about the same as La République en Marche! 
(611). Why would the Rassemblement National decrease its social media 
presence throughout the pandemic? One possible theory is that while pop-

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in France

Parties Abbrevia-
tion

European 
party  
affiliation

Ideology 2017 First-
Round Presi-
dential %

Parti Socialiste PS S&D Social Democratic,  
center-left

6 %

La République en Marche! LaREM Renew Europe Liberalism, 
centrism

24 %

Les Républicains LR EPP Conservative,  
center-right

20 %

Rassemblement National RN ID Nationalism, 
radical right 

21 %

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts by parties
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ulists often thrive on crisis (Moffit 2015), this was simply the wrong crisis 
for the party. Solutions to COVID-19 called for technical expertise rather 
than grievance mobilization, and the Rassemblement National knew that 
(reflected in the content of its posts). National and global attention was 
focused on the pandemic, creating an environment in which excessive 
attention to other issues might be seen as inappropriate.

When the Rassemblement National did post, considerable attention was 
devoted to the pandemic. While not to the same degree as La République 
en Marche! or Les Républicains, the Rassemblement National has certain-
ly made COVID-19 an important talking point, with about 13 percent of 
posts relating to the issue (cf. fig. 2). Most of these posts delivered some 
critique of the Government, or specifically, President Macron. Important-
ly, however, most of the posts came in the early stages of the pandemic. 
In fact, of posts on the Rassemblement National’s page relating to COV-
ID-19 between March 1, 2020 and April 30, 2021, only six percent came in 
2021, with the remaining posts mostly clustered around periods of lock-
down in 2020. Nonetheless, the Rassemblement National’s incorporation 
of COVID-19 as an integral component of its communication can be un-
derstood as both an inevitable and necessary phenomenon, considering 
the omnipresence of the pandemic as well as a perceived opportunity to 
erode support in Macron’s government.

More variation between the parties exists with regard to the issues of 
migration, Islam, and terrorism in France before and throughout the 
pandemic. These issues are all deeply entrenched in the French political 
discourse — especially on the right. Throughout the entire sample (both 
pre-pandemic and post-onset), the Rassemblement National and les Ré-
publicains were the only major parties to dedicate significant attention to 
these issues (cf. fig. 3). 

While attention to these issues appears relatively consistent between les 
Républicains and the Rassemblement National, significant differences in 
tone can be noticed between the parties, with the Rassemblement National 
communicating a harsher, more xenophobic message. When we disaggre-
gate the data between time periods, we notice another interesting trend. 

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, Islam and terrorism 
by parties
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Along with significant attention dedicated to COVID-19, since the onset of 
the pandemic the Rassemblement National has also increased the pro-
portion of its social media postings relating to migration and Islam. There 
is relatively little change in reference to terrorism. While the absolute 
numbers of posts on these three topics have declined (not surprising 
given the general trend of declining online activity for Rassemblement 
Nationals), it is interesting to compare the proportion of posts on these 
topics in the fourteen months before and the fourteen months after 
March 1, 2020 (cf. fig. 4).

In the period after the onset of the pandemic references to migration rose 
from 6.1 to 8.5 percent of all Rassemblement National posts, references 
to Islam more than doubled from 3.6 to 9.1 percent, while references 
to terrorism remained about the same (going from 1.3 to 1.1 percent). 
Importantly, discussion of COVID-19 did not replace the Rassemblement 
National’s attention to these issues. Why, then, would the Rassemble-
ment National actually increase relative attention towards migration and 
Islam? As is further discussed in the next section, the Rassemblement 
National pointed to the pandemic as proof of “ideological idiosyncrasies 
that [it has] been calling out for years” (Rassemblement National 2020: 
59). Put simply, the party tried to link the onset of COVID-19 and the suf-
fering it caused  to the ‘crises’ that have aggrieved party members and 
voters alike for years.

RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE

The Rassemblement National has responded to the COVID-19 pandemic 
by decreasing its social media presence, dedicating significant attention 
to the virus, and slightly increasing the proportion of its communication 
focused on migration and Islam. In this section, we look specifically at how 
the latter two of these trends have unfolded on Facebook, drawing from 
both the Rassemblement National’s official page as well as party pres-
ident Marine Le Pen’s own page. Two main themes are apparent when 
considering the Rassemblement National’s reaction to the pandemic and 
its evaluation of the Government’s crisis management. First, the party has 

RN HAS INCREASED ITS 
ATTENTION ON MIGRATION AND 
ISLAM

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, Islam and terrorism 
by Rassemblement National pre-pandemic and post-onset
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used the pandemic as an opportunity to levy criticism against governing 
elites — though specifically avoiding criticizing scientific elites. Second, 
the party has framed the pandemic in terms of its longstanding ideologi-
cal grievances.

When Le Pen and her party have mentioned COVID-19 on Facebook, it has 
mostly occurred in the form of a critique of President Macron and his Gov-
ernment. Points of disapproval include early hesitation and lack of prepa-
ration on masking, lack of clear communication, and later in the pandemic 
(2021), lockdown measures. After naming these issues, the Rassemble-
ment National then claimed itself as the viable alternative to Macron. On 
masking, the Rassemblement National blamed Macron for failing to ini-
tially listen to experts. The party claimed that “Marine Le Pen [had] been 
suggesting protective measures against the epidemic for weeks”, arguing 
that Macron had been too slow in his response (Rassemblement Nation-
al 03/17/2020). Later, Macron was criticized for “masks bought abroad” 
(Rassemblement National 06/15/2020). In general, Macron was painted as 
an irresponsible and hypocritical manager. On April 8, 2020, the Rassem-
blement National suggested to followers: “do not be like Macron: Keep 
one meter apart, don’t host gatherings, and #stayhome”. According to the 
Rassemblement National, the Government had and has failed, claiming 
that its management was “mired in lies about tests, masks, and borders” 
(Rassemblement National 05/05/2020). 

While the party was hypercritical of the governing elites, especially Ma-
cron, it was careful not to attack scientific elites. This pattern somewhat 
differs from other radical right populists in other countries, like Jair Bol-
sonaro in Brazil, (Ortega/Orsini 2020; Lasco 2020) or Donald Trump in the 
United States (Lasco 2020). The party consistently advocated for testing 
and adhering to scientific recommendations, distributed free masks on 
occasion, and supported lockdowns and curfews early in the pandemic. 
For example, the party argued that “like South Korea or Germany, France 
must massively TEST its population to end lockdown” (Rassemblement 
National 04/17/2020). The Rassemblement National was more hesitant 
when it came to the second and third lockdowns, asking for an “eco-
nomic and health assessment to be carried out at the end of the first 
week” of the autumn 2020 lockdown, and insisting that “there are other 
[non-lockdown] solutions” in the spring of 2021 (Rassemblement Nation-
al 09/24/2020; Rassemblement National 03/18/2021). The party has also 
been a vocal critic of the vaccine ‘health pass,’ which it argues limits free-
doms and increases government surveillance abilities. Nonetheless, the 
general tone of the Rassemblement National’s pandemic communication 
has been pro-science, yet anti-Macron. 

This brand of communication fits quite well with Marine Le Pen’s strat-
egy of ‘de-demonizing’ her party over the past ten years. Over this time 
period, Le Pen has softened the party’s image, embracing republicanism, 
expelling militants from the party (including her own father in 2015), and 
rebranding the party from the Front National to the Rassemblement Na-
tional in 2018. France’s two-round electoral system incentivizes this more 
moderate strategy, given that if Le Pen is to compete in the second round 
of a presidential election, she must expand her coalition beyond the Ras-
semblement National base. Still, however, Le Pen walks a careful line, 
making sure not to alienate loyal Rassemblement National voters (Dézé 
2015). Accordingly, the party’s communication on social media reflects a 
commitment to criticism, differentiation, and grievance, but also respect-
ability. Without being anti-science (and alienating moderate voters), the 
Rassemblement National still put forward an anti-elite (and particularly, 
anti-Macron) message that satisfies its base.

RN HAS BEEN RELATIVELY  
PRO-SCIENCE

RN HAS SOUGHT TO  
DE-DEMONIZE ITSELF UNDER 

MARINE LE PEN

MACRON HAS BEEN PAINTED  
AS A FAILURE



39

FRANCE

This strategy is also visible within the Rassemblement National’s attempts 
to frame the pandemic in relation to its existing talking points. COVID-19 
has offered a discursive opportunity to discuss and evaluate border con-
trol, the EU, and the French bureaucracy in rather natural settings. The 
pandemic has logically forced these issues into the forefront of the politi-
cal debate without pushback and labels of radicalism. For example, border 
closure policies across Europe and in France were framed as ‘proof’ that 
the Rassemblement National has always been right about the need for re-
strictive and strong borders. Thus, the party could both avoid alienating 
moderate voters who normally prefer to avoid discussion of such issues 
while continuing to appeal to its voting core. 

When the Rassemblement National has incorporated these issues, what 
does it look like? Both migration and Islam have been sites of intense griev-
ance throughout the pandemic for the party. Le Pen and her party claim 
that the Government has privileged migrants while leaving behind native 
French citizens. For example, the party lamented “curfews and restrictions 
of freedom for the French, but an open bar for illegals in Paris”, expressing 
that it is “tired of the double standards of the Macronian state” (Rassem-
blement National 10/18/2020). Le Pen also pointed to a story of “masks 
for migrant centers and not for our retirement centers and elders”, asking 
followers to “denounce this absolute SCANDAL!” (Le Pen 04/15/2020). 

Not only was the Government critiqued on such issues, but the migrants 
and cultural outsiders were themselves criticized. The party argued that 
“Muslims are taking advantage of the crisis to continue to force their pres-
ence and ideology on [the French]” (Rassemblement National 04/04/2020). 
Le Pen even blamed the severity of the virus on migrants and Islam, asking, 
“How many victims would have been avoided by controlling our immigra-
tion policy, systematically expelling illegal immigrants, and hunting down 
Islamism?” (Le Pen 09/25/2020).

Migration and Islam are not the only issues that the Rassemblement Na-
tional have linked to the pandemic. For years, the European Union has 
been a site of grievance for the party (Ivaldi 2018; Lorimer 2021). While crit-
icism was aimed mostly towards management of the crisis on the national 
level, the party was quick to extend the critique to the European Commis-
sion for a lack of preparedness. Furthermore, the Rassemblement National 
cast doubt on the EU’s ‘Pandemic Emergency Plan’, arguing that it was a 
“machine destined to fatten the banks and European bodies” (Rassemble-
ment National 06/19/2020). The party argued that migration, Islam, Europe, 
bureaucratic inefficiencies, and the functioning of the French state are all 
linked to the pandemic (Rassemblement National 2020: 59). Put simply, 
COVID-19 has only further exposed an abysmal state of affairs in France 
and justified the Rassemblement National’s platform.

More generally, the Rassemblement National’s communication throughout 
the pandemic can be evaluated on a shared set of standards across cases. 
First, the party has been neither completely authoritarian, nor completely 
in defense of personal freedoms since March 2020. While initially arguing 
in favor of strict measures to curb the pandemic, it was hesitant to support 
the second lockdown and was against the third. Later, the party denounced 
Macron’s announcement of a health pass as “the government’s BIG LIE!” 
(Rassemblement National 07/15/2021). Second, the party has advocat-
ed for more interventionist solutions to the economic hardship brought 
about by COVID-19. Specifically, Le Pen advocated for intervention to help 
smaller companies, farmers, and the self-employed early in the pandemic 
(Rassemblement National 03/26/2020). Third, while the party did seize the 
opportunity to advance its anti-immigrant, xenophobic message, it was not 
particularly keen on blaming China for the virus. Overall, the Rassemble-

MACRON ACCUSED OF FAVORING 
IMMIGRANTS OVER FRENCH 
NATIVES

COVID-19 LINKED TO FAMILIAR 
THEMES AND GRIEVANCES 
BEYOND MIGRATION
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ment National did not downplay the pandemic, instead choosing to heed 
the advice of scientists and take the crisis seriously, though not without 
seizing the chance to criticize the Government and touch on its flagship 
ideological themes.

OUTLOOK

How will the Rassemblement National move forward as more of the popula-
tion becomes vaccinated and there is a shift in the COVID-19 politics? Discur-
sively, the party has already averted its attention away from the pandemic; 
posts relating to COVID-19 have drastically dropped off in 2021. However, 
this trend could shift as renewed debate ensues over health passes, vacci-
nation mandates, and economic recovery. It is indeed difficult to determine 
whether the party will renew focus on the pandemic in the future.

On the one hand, the crisis did not lend itself particularly well to the ideas 
that the Rassemblement National has often profited from. It necessitated 
urgent policy solutions more so than ideological battles over root causes of a 
‘French decline.’ Despite its best efforts to link the crisis to these grievances, 
COVID-19 was and is primarily a health, rather than a social crisis. Through-
out the pandemic, there is no indication that the Rassemblement National 
has profited off the crisis. Polling for Le Pen in the presidential race has re-
mained consistent (Politico 2021), and performances in municipal elections 
in 2020 and regional elections in 2021 have not been particularly strong. 
From this perspective, the Rassemblement National likely wants to move be-
yond a communicative strategy focused on the virus.

On the other hand, the upcoming 2022 presidential election could serve 
partially as a referendum on Macron’s handling of the pandemic. Consist-
ent with the content of the Rassemblement National’s communications since 
the onset of COVID-19, Le Pen will likely attempt to drive home a message 
that Macron has failed the French people and that his government has lied 
and demonstrated incompetence. Accordingly, COVID-19 could appear as a 
prominent theme in the Rassemblement National’s discourse in 2022. Still, 
however, these elections are relatively far in the future, and much remains 
to be seen on how vaccinations and the current state of affairs will unfold. 
Regardless of whether the party focuses on COVID-19 moving forward, it will 
certainly continue to dedicate significant attention to migration and Islam, as 
it has both before and after the onset of the pandemic.
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic  has put an enormous strain on the German health 
system. The pandemic has hit other countries much harder though. In 
Spain, for example, home to approximately 47 million people, the number 
of confirmed cases per 100,000 inhabitants is more than twice as high as 
in Germany. In Spain, there have also been considerably more COVID-19 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants: 182 compared to 113 in Germany.

The course of the pandemic matches that of most European countries: In 
the first wave in spring 2020 the 7-day incidence was comparatively low and 
it then decreased considerably in the summer period. However, starting in 
October the second wave began to build up: The 7-day incidence climbed 
rapidly and surpassed the peaks from the spring. The infection rate sank 
considerably from February 2021 thanks above all to the measures taken, 
but rose significantly shortly thereafter again. It was not until May 2021 that 
the high numbers dropped once more (cf. fig. 1). 

The number of virus deaths largely followed the development of the 7-day 
incidence of new cases: Rising numbers of infections also led to an increase in 
the number of deaths, with a delay of about two to three weeks. These two 
trends decoupled only in March 2021: Although the emerging virus mutation 
caused the infection rate to once again shoot upwards, the increase in deaths 
was less pronounced. This development is likely due to the progress made in 
the vaccination campaign, as those in risk groups were given priority (cf. fig. 1).

In order to contain the swift spread of the pandemic, from February 2020 
onwards the German government began to take drastic actions, including 
lockdowns. The decision to enact the first lockdown in March 2020 was 
influenced not least by the impression made by the dramatic pictures 
coming out of Northern Italy. The second lockdown came into force in 
November 2020, after the infection rates had started to climb once more. 
The numbers subsequently fell again. However, the spread and – since 
February 2021 – a dominance of the more contagious Alpha mutation of 
the virus (first identified in the United Kingdom) caused a third lockdown to 
be immediately imposed after the second one.

COVID-19 statistics for Germany (as of September 30, 2021)

Population 83,240,520

Confirmed cases 4,239,773

Confirmed cases per 100,000 5,093*

Deaths 93,715

Deaths per 100,000 113*

Case fatality rate 2.2 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

PANDEMIC A SEVERE TEST
FOR THE HEALTH SYSTEM

FIGHTING THE VIRUS WITH 
LOCKDOWNS
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In terms of political support for the COVID-19 measures, a familiar pattern 
could be observed. As was the case in the debates about migration 
during the ‘refugee crisis’, the question as to how best to deal with the 
challenges of the pandemic divided the party landscape, with the Al-
ternative für Deutschland (AfD, Eng: Alternative for Germany) on one 
side and all the other parties represented in the Bundestag on the other. 
Other parties did also express criticism about the restrictions at times, 
however on the whole they supported the government policy to combat 
the COVID-19 pandemic. AfD, for its part, initially encountered some 
difficulties in developing a unified and clear stance. In the beginning, 
the party called for strict measures to protect the population. Shortly 
thereafter, it began to heavily criticize the measures taken to contain the 
pandemic, frequently in a populist manner. However, as the opinion polls 
indicated, the party was unable to match the success it had in 2015 with 
its stance towards immigration. The AfD’s support began to drop after 
the first reports about the spread of the virus: In mid-December 2019 it 
was still polling at about 15 percent in the voting intention polls (Infratest 
dimap 2021a). From February 2020 that figure started to gradually drop 
and did so until it reached 9 percent in December, before it plateaued at 
11 to 12 percent from around May 2021.

The general perception of political institutions has changed over the 
course of the pandemic. Trust in the political institutions was negatively 
affected. Between summer 2020 and winter 2020/21 trust in the Federal 
Government sank by seven percent, trust in public administration by 
five percent, and trust in the German Bundestag and the parties were 
both three percent lower (European Commission 2021: 54, 62, 67, 69). 
Compared to that slump, however, the drop in approval was enormous 
when respondents were directly asked about their satisfaction with the 
crisis management of the Federal Government and the federal states: At 
the beginning of the pandemic in April 2020 approximately 75 percent of 
respondents were satisfied or very satisfied; about 25 percent were not 
really or not at all satisfied. One year later it was the other way around: 
79 percent of respondents were not really or not at all satisfied with the 
crisis management of the Federal Government and the federal states, 
and only 19 percent of respondents were satisfied or very satisfied 
(Infratest dimap 2021b).

Fig. 1: 7-day incidence rates of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Germany
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SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS – A COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND MIGRATION

To what extent did AfD addressed COVID-19 in social media and 
promoted its view on the handling of the pandemic? In this regard, 
valuable information can be gleaned both from a comparison with the 
other parties and with the AfD’s other pet topics, especially migration.

In terms of absolute numbers, in the analysis period from March 1, 2020 
to April 30, 2021 AfD dealt with the topic of COVID-19 in 218 Facebook 
posts. This puts it in third place among the parties examined here. More 
posts on the topic were made only by Christlich Demokratische Union 
(CDU, Eng: Christian Democratic Union) and Freie Demokraten (FDP, Eng: 
Free Democrats) with 351 and 284 posts respectively. Christlich Soziale 
Union (CSU, Eng: Christian Social Union) followed in fourth place with 201 
posts. Die Grünen (Eng: The Greens), on the other hand, made only 80 
posts about COVID-19 during this time period. However, since the total 
number of all Facebook posts vary between parties, the explaining power 
of absolute numbers is limited. And so, if the posts about COVID-19 are 
put in relation to the total number of posts published by each party during 
the analyzed period (cf. fig. 2), a different picture emerges: AfD dealt with 
the topic least frequently, namely in only about 19 percent of its posts. 
 
The relative importance of COVID-19 for all parties in relation to other 
topics also deserves our attention. For that data on the number of 
Facebook posts about migration, for the period from January 1, 2019 to 
April 30, 2021, were collected. Direct comparison of absolute numbers 
of posts about migration and COVID-19 is not possible due to different 
observation periods. The relative differences between the parties, 
however, are very revealing: On the migration issue, AfD with 362 
contributions ranks first by a wide margin.. All the other parties referred 
to migration far less frequently, often merely in passing, e.g. FDP in 46 
posts or CDU in 33. The number of migration-related posts in relation to 
the total number of Facebook posts made by each party (cf. fig. 3) tells a 
similar story: for all parties, the posts about migration constitute less than 
five percent of all posts (for some of them well below that), except for 

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Germany 

Parties Abbrevia-
tion

European 
party
affiliation

Ideology Results of 
the last 
Bundestag 
election 
(2021) 

DIE LINKE - GUE/NGL Democratic socialism 4.9 %

Bündnis 90/Die Grünen - Greens/EFA Environmentalism, 
left-wing liberal

14.8 %

Sozialdemokratische Partei SPD S&D Social democracy, 
progressive

25.7 %

Freie Demokraten FDP Renew
Europe

Liberalism, 
Federalist 

11.5 %

Christlich Demokratische 
Union Deutschlands/ 
Christlich-Soziale Union in 
Bayern

CDU/CSU EPP Christian democracy, 
conservative

18.9 %

Alternative für Deutschland AfD ID Right-wing populism, 
nationalist

10.3 %

MIGRATION REMAINS AN 
IMPORTANT TOPIC FOR AFD
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AfD, which reached 21.6 percent. This puts the importance of migration 
for AfD slightly above COVID-19, which was mentioned in 19.3 percent of 
the posts. 

Furthermore, the change over time in the frequency of migration-related 
posts as proportion of all post by AfD, was examined. A period of 14 
months before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (January 1, 2019 to 
February 29, 2020) and a period of 14 months under pandemic conditions 
(March 1, 2020 to April 30, 2021) was covered. The results indicate that 
since the onset of the pandemic, the AfD’s posts on migration went 
from making up 30.1 percent of the party’s total posts to a considerably 
lower 17.5 percent share (cf. fig. 4). However, this drop cannot be fully 
explained by the introduction of the COVID-19 topic. The look at the 
absolute numbers indicates that there are likely other factors at play: AfD 
published 164 Facebook posts about migration in the 14 months before 

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts by parties
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Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration by parties

25 %

20 %

15 %

10 %

5 %

0 %

3,8 4,1

0,9

2,8
1,9

1

21,6

DIE LINKE Bündnis 90/
Die Grünen

SPD FDP CDU CSU AfD

Time period: 01/01/2019 to 04/30/2021 

Source: Own data based on Facebook

INCREASED ACTIVITY ON
FACEBOOK



49

GERMANY

the COVID-19 pandemic. In the post-onset period, the number increased 
to 198. At the same time, however, AfD became considerably more active 
on Facebook in general: Its total number of posts grew from 544 to 1,130. 
The reasons behind this massive increase of activity on Facebook are 
beyond the scope of our data. It does however seem plausible that AfD 
consciously changed its public communication strategy.
 
In light of AfD’s increased activity on Facebook within the analyzed time 
frame, it makes sense to take a closer look at how the posts referring 
to migration and COVID-19 are distributed over the individual months in 
both observation periods (cf. fig. 5). The analysis shows, firstly, that the 
proportion of migration-related posts was over 38 percent in February, 
June and September 2019. After the onset of the pandemic, it did not 
reach levels that high again. More of the posts made in the latter period 
referred to COVID-19, at times by a considerable margin. Secondly, in 
the post-onset period, it was during the summer months that AfD made 
more posts about migration than about COVID-19. (This was the time 
when the first wave had subsided and the second wave still seemed far 
away). Thirdly, there are clear parallels between the frequency of COVID-
19-related posts and the current focus of public debate: The proportion 
of posts on COVID-19 was always particularly high whenever there was 
a lot of discussion about restrictive measures to contain the pandemic. 
This was particularly the case from January to April 2021. In this period 
as many as a third of all AfD posts referred to COVID-19. Thus, it seems 
reasonable to assume that AfD intended on making the criticism of the 
pandemic containment measures one of its central topics in the run-up to 
the parliamentary elections. 

In summary, it can be said that AfD has held on to the issue of migration 
also in times of pandemic. Nonetheless, it has expanded its range of 
topics. Alongside migration, COVID-19 became another important issue 
for the party, even becoming dominant at times. Compared with the other 
European populist right-wing parties, the proportion of posts on the two 
topics places the party in the middle of the field.

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration of AfD party pre-pan-
demic and post-onset

35 %

30 %

25 %

20 %

15 %

10 %

5 %

0 %

30,1

17,5

pre-COVID-19 period post-COVID-19 period

Pre-pandemic: 01/01/2019 to 02/29/2020 

Post-onset: 01/03/2020 to 04/30/2021 

Source: Own data based on Facebook



50

RIGHT-WING POPULIST PARTIES IN TIMES OF PANDEMIC

On this account, it is worth to examine how exactly AfD framed the topic of 
COVID-19. Did the party’s polarizing style of political communication remain 
consistent or did AfD show more restrained and objective attitude? Based 
on the Facebook posts, can we establish whether it was internally united or 
split on the topic of COVID-19? For example, can we observe any moderating 
voices getting through among the more radical ones, which could suggest that 
there are divergent attitudes within AfD with regard to the topic of COVID-19? 

RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE 

The analysis of the posts on AfD’s Facebook account shows that the party 
not only retained its populist style, but also diversified their the COVID-19-
related posts thematically. This thematic variety is also more deeper than 
the party’s change in strategy, as it went from initial calls for measures to 
protect the population to sharply criticizing said measures. 

The general language style adopted by AfD on its official Facebook ac-
count was similar to that of other populist radical right parties with its 
aggressive character. For instance, it described other politicians as the 
“globalist establishment” (AfD 02/05/2021), “a group of amateurs” (AfD 
02/09/2021) and “verbal diarrhea specialists” (AfD 12/20/2020), who were 
sacrificing the “hard-earned prosperity” and the “interests of the Germans” 
on the “altar” of either a “hysterical climate religion” (AfD 06/12/2020) or 
the EU (cf. AfD 12/04/2020, AfD 04/19/2020). Its posts were on the whole 
characterized by an emotional style. They specifically addressed COVID-
19-related fears, worries and frustrations. Contents were simplified 
and emphatically presented through the use of complexity-reducing 
catchwords, whereas concre te arguments took a back seat. Importantly, 
polarizing language was also presumably consciously used to increase the 

POLARIZATION AND 
EMOTIONALIZATION

Fig. 5: Share of Facebook posts by AfD with reference to migration and COVID-19,over time
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reach of the party’s posts in social media and to gain more reactions.1

Regarding the COVID-19 pandemic AfD held different positions. Particularly 
noteworthy is that the party’s policy demands greatly changed in the 
initial phase of the pande mic. This is illustrated by the “column” of the co-
leader Jörg Meuthen,2 f regularly shared by the official Facebook account 
of AfD: Early on, the contributions for the column included calls for drastic 
measures to contain the COVID-19 pandemic, such as “to reduce activity 
in Germany to an absolute minimum” (AfD 03/14/2020). However, already 
in April 2020 the arguments were essentially reversed; the terms used 
ranged from “disproportionate COVID-19 policy” (AfD 11/06/2020) to 
“scaremongering” and “kind of governmental fake news” (AfD 05/11/2020). 
The latter term was used to express the belief that the consequences of 
the government measures were worse than the damage that the virus was 
capable of causing: 

According to an analysis, the damage that has already been done to the 
domestic economy is already greater and the resulting loss of human life and 
life expectancy is greater than would even be possible from the virus itself. 
And with every extra day the measures are maintained, the damage grows. 
(AfD 05/11/2020) 

The move away from demands for stricter COVID-19 protection measures 
was completed by May 2020. From this point on, AfD increasingly made 
posts in which it stressed fundamental freedoms and positioned itself as 
the guardian of the freedoms of expression, information and assembly. 
Accordingly, it also no longer warned in social media about the dangers 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. On the contrary, during the time we analyzed, 
posts which downplayed the danger of CO VID-19 clearly dominated. A 
common catchphrase was “COVID-19 hys teria” (inter alia AfD 04/18/2021). 

Over the whole period studied harsh criticism of the chancellorship of 
Angela Merkel was an important element of AfD’s posts, for instance, when 
her cabinet was accused of being “unfit for a crisis” (AfD 04/28/2020). The 
AfD’s criticism of the COVID-19 measures also displayed populist features 
to some extent: The political elites were said to have no notion of the 
everyday lives and problems of the ordinary people, but furthermore, the 
elites were also seen to be tyrannizing them with unreasonable measures 
(cf. AfD 04/30/2020). The following quote illustrates the populist form of 
elite criticism that AfD dealt out in its comments on the daily press: Here the 
party claimed that Bavarian Minister-President Markus Söder’s accusation 
of “unreasonableness” revealed a lack of understanding of the citizens’ 
situation:

Aha – the citizens, who want their old lives back and believe less and less 
in the big threat of corona, are ‘unreasonable’ – a statement which better 
describes all the ones who have already governed us much too long, and 
who have obviously taken a liking to the obedience of their subjects being 
verifiable at any time. (AfD 09/12/2020) 

1 AfD is very aware of the importance of communication in social media. This becomes clear in the par-
ty’s 2021 election campaign guide (cf. AfD 2021: 48 ff.). It stresses the longevity of statements on the 
internet and gives practical tips for writing posts. For example, it recommends checking the form and 
content of posts in social media before sharing them (cf. ibid.). In addition, it explains the logic in which 
the platforms function and how to use it to increase the reach and engagement rates of the posts. Here 
it is advised to use emotional and polarizing language, but it is also recommended to form networks 
in order to mutually exchange likes, the “most important currency” (AfD 2021: 48) for greater visibility. 
“Use ‘trigger words’: There are numerous polarizing words, which, when used correctly, promise good 
coverage straight away. Headscarf, Merkel, mask scandal, and so on” (AfD 2021: 52). Care should always 
be taken to maintain certain quality standards and “portray oneself as active and positive” (ibid.).

2 Meuthen’s “column” appears regularly on his Facebook account and classifies current issues from the 
viewpoint of the co-leader of AfD (cf. Meuthen 2021).

SWITCHING POSITIONS

AFD’S CRITICISM DISPLAYS 
POPULIST FEATURES
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In a populist manner AfD presented itself as the mouthpiece of those who 
were supposedly not being heard. Using the slogan “Your voice against 
the lockdown!” (AfD 11/06/2020) it solicited letters and other contributions 
against government measures and promised: “We will give a voice to those 
who are overlooked by politicians.” (ibid.) 

Although AfD made use of populist arguments, it nevertheless mostly 
made an effort to convey facts. Thus, alongside demanding the end of the 
lockdown, it also called for the healthcare and hospital infrastructure to be 
expanded and strengthened in order to combat the pandemic, as well as 
for risk groups to be protected (cf. inter alia AfD 03/25/2021a). In order to 
delegitimize government measures, it frequently criticized the manner in 
which they came about. It demanded divergent views alongside those of 
the experts consulted by the government to be included (cf. inter alia AfD 
04/06/2021). Using this strategy, AfD was able to question expert opinions 
which supported the government measures while simultaneously evading 
challenging directly the scientific knowledge the government used as the 
basis for its decisions. 

The AfD’s accusation that useful expert knowledge was being disregarded 
and that certain ex pert opinions were even deliberately being suppressed 
was also directed at the media in general. The party criticized that “the 
opinions of countless experts […] barely appear in the media and are 
systematically ignored by politicians” (ibid.). AfD claimed to be the only 
party making those voices heard. 

However, AfD, for its part also employed a strategic approach to ex pert 
opinions when it for instance spoke of “real experts”: 

For a long time, critics have been urging for other indicators to be used instead! 
But the never-ending-Chancellor will not hear of it – like always, when real 
experts will not confirm her opinion. Merkel would rather destroy our country 
even further with her looming lockdown by default. (AfD 04/17/2021) 

With regard to the economic policy approach of AfD in the context of the pan-
demic it is apparent that this included interven tionist measures in particular 
at the very beginning. For instance, in March 2020, the top candida te duo 
Tino Chrupalla and Alice Weidel called for a 5-point emergency program 
(AfD 03/18/2020). One week later Chrupalla suggested the ‘Germany Pact’ 
(AfD 03/25/2020a). However, since AfD is internally conflicted on the issue 
of economic policy (cf. Becker/Eberhardt/Kellershohn 2019), it is hardly 
surprising that these demands were carefully worded and AfD indicated 
that these could only be extremely short-term policies that would have 
to be revoked as soon as possible. Jörg Meuthen did not condemn the 
government’s economic policy measures, he did however stress that brevity 
was advisable with such a “planned economic intervention” (AfD 03/28/2020). 
In addition, AfD called for the government to implement measures that 
target the protection of businesses, such as extending the suspension of 
the obligation to file for insolvency (cf. AfD 04/26/2021). It also raised the 
possibility of passing a law on the deferral of social security contributions3 
(AfD 04/18/2021). In the party’s pleas for an end to the containment 
measures, the interests of businesses were also emphasized. The employees 
were often explicitly mentioned in the party’s rhetoric as well: 

3 In accordance with the measures of the Federal Government, the National Association of Health 
Insurance Funds had already created a simplified rule for the deferral of social security contributions 
on March 25, 2020 (cf. Bundestag 2021a). An application was made by the parliamentary group of 
AfD to have this incorporated into law. It was however rejected by the other factions with reference 
to the existing rule. Furthermore, they stated that such a measure could only be the last resort (cf. 
Bundestag 2021b).

STICKING TO FACTS AND 
EXPERTOCRACY

ECONOMIC POLICY
POSITIONING
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And it thereby also guarantees us the possibility to engage in economic 
activities, in order to lead a self-determined life. That applies to employees 
and entrepreneurs. That applies, for example, to the waiter in a restaurant 
and also to the owner of this restaurant. (AfD 04/30/2020)

There was particularly heavy criticism of the EU’s recovery fund: According 
to Jörg Meuthen, among others, it was said to be the introduction of 
Eurobonds under the pretext of COVID-19-assistance, meaning that 
in future Germany would have to take on liability for the debts of other 
countries (AfD 05/20/2020). Björn Höcke, the leader of AfD in Thuringia, 
described the EU as an “expensive hobby” (Höcke 03/24/2020). By using this 
line of argumentation, AfD joined a po pulist discourse conducted by other 
populist radical right parties in Europa, where nationalism and po pulism 
are combined. A common accusation was that ‘Brussels’ was abusing the 
pandemic in order to undermine national sovereignty and implement new 
supranational measures. A catchphrase for this allegation was the “Great 
Reset”4 (Höcke 05/18/2021, von Storch 02/12/2021). This term refers to a 
narrative according to which the rich and powerful of this world create 
crises like the COVID-19 pandemic and use them as a pretext, in order to 
completely restructure the economic system. “The agenda of the Great 
Reset is a threat for fundamental rights, democracy and the social market 
economy. It is totalitarian and anti liberty” (von Storch 02/12/2021). 

It is striking that the AfD’s posts about COVID-19 had very limited reach on 
social media: The party received fewer likes, the posts were shared less 
often, and on average less comments were written than for the party’s 
posts about other topics. This changed, however, as soon as a connection 
was made between the topic of COVID-19 and forced migration (Fiedler 
2020). Two types of argument played a special role in this context: Firstly, 
immigrants and people with a migration background were made out 
to be a health hazard: It was suggested that one was more likely to get 
the virus from them than from other people. Accordingly, closing the 
national borders and thereby restricting the freedom of movement and 
internal migration within the EU was propagated as a key tool to combat 
the pandemic. Chrupalla deemed this restriction to also “make sense 
beyond virus control” (AfD 06/10/2020). Further posts gave the impression 
that asylum seekers did not abide by the rules to combat the pandemic. 
One such example was: “The contact ban is also for your protection, dear 
‘refugees’!” (AfD 03/25/2020b).

The second argument pattern pursued anti-globalist criticism of elites: 
The globalist elites were accused of placing the interests of immigrants 
ahead of those of the native population in the pan demic. AfD played the 
two groups off against each other, such as when discussing fiscal policy: 
In order to cover the additional expenditure related to the pandemic, 
public funding for the “asylum industry” should be ended (cf. inter alia 
AfD 08/25/2020). Reports about benefit fraud by people presumed to be 
of non-German origin were taken up and connected with the demand that 
the people concerned be deported (cf. AfD 06/28/2020a). On occasion the 
two argument patterns were linked, such as in the slogan “Deportations 
instead of alcohol bans!” (AfD 06/28/2020b). This implied that the ban on 
alcohol consumption in public places, which the native population could 
perceive as a restrictive measure to reduce contacts, would possibly 

4 The term ‘Great Reset’ appeared exclusively in collages of images on the Facebook account of AfD du-
ring the study period. However, politicians at both federal state and national level occasionally emplo-
yed this argument. In a post outside of the period examined for the study, (05/23/2021) AfD referred on 
its Facebook ac count to a podcast with the topic “’The Great Reset’ – the World Economic Forum wants 
to use the global COVID-19 hysteria for a complete reset of the economy and society. A system only 
according to the taste of the economic elites? ‘Not with us’” (cf. AfD 05/23/2021).

POPULISM: 
CRITICISM OF THE EU AND
THE ‘GREAT RESET’

POSTS ON MIGRATION
GENERATE MORE LIKES
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be unnecessary if undocumented immigrants were deported, as the 
assumption was that they failed to comply with the rules and therefore 
posed a higher infection risk. 

In its attempt to increase the reach of its posts by linking the topics of 
COVID-19 and migration, AfD went as far as to compare the morta lity from 
COVID-19 with terrorist attacks carried out by asylum seekers: 

That must end, and immediately – if it is claimed that all measures in the 
fight against the COVID-19 are justified, even if they only contribute to ‘saving 
one single life’, then using the same argument, the European and German 
borders must finally be secured against all further illegal immigration. (AfD 
11/02/2020) 

This statement was written by Jörg Meuthen, who does not wish to be 
associated with the radical fringe of the party. And so, it reveals how 
widespread such a stance is within the party, even among the so-called 
moderate elements. 

OUTLOOK 

AfD was unable to politicize COVID-19 pandemic to the same extent as 
it had managed with the topic of migration after 2015. First of all, this is 
connected with the party’s ambiguous external communication: In the 
beginning it criticized the government for acting too slowly and demanded 
more committed measures to contain the pandemic and to protect 
the population from the virus. As the federal elections drew closer, AfD 
increasingly presented itself as a resolute opponent of the containment 
measures, which, in the view of the party, hardly helped and excessively 
restricted the freedoms of the population. However, within AfD itself 
there are different stances regarding key issues of the pandemic-related 
discourse, such as the topic of vaccinations: While some of the party 
leaders publicly declared that they were vaccinated, others participated in 
the protests of the vaccine-skeptical ‘Querdenker’ (Engl. lateral thinkers), 
who they encouraged and supported in their statements, not least via the 
relevant channels in social media. As a result, with regard to the pandemic, 
AfD was hardly able to distinguish itself as decisive and powerful opposition 
to the other parties. 

The topic of COVID-19 will most likely remain on the agenda of AfD. Internal 
party conflicts could arise, for instance, related to the party’s stance on 
vaccines or also how to deal with the ‘Quer denker’ movement and the 
associated groups. The latter question constitutes a double risk: On the one 
hand, AfD and the ‘Querdenker’ also compete for public attention, support 
for protests and voter approval.5 On the other hand, one cannot completely 
exclude the possibility that a deterioration of the pandemic situation 
could shake the internal cohesion of the party in its strict opposition 
course. Furthermore, debates in AfD circles convey a degree of uncertainty 
about how to deal with the broad spectrum of participants at COVID-19 
protests. The party does not seem to see it as a foregone conclusion that 
it can successfully address and steer this heterogeneous mass made up 
of conspiracy theorists, vaccine skeptics, esoterists, right-wing extremists, 

5 The Querdenker movement was also represented in the federal elections in 2021 in the form of the 
party “dieBasis” which is closely associated with the movement. It can be assumed that its electoral 
base overlaps with that of AfD. AfD scarcely ever made concrete references to the Querdenker mo-
vement in its Facebook posts, and when it did so, it somewhat distanced itself from the movement 
(AfD 03/29/2021). At the same time, corresponding reports make it clear that members of AfD were 
present at Querdenker protests (AfD 11/15/2020). Especially in the first months of the pandemic, the 
party made fundamentally positive references to the protests of “tens of thousands of citizens” and 
complained that the media were discrediting them (AfD 05/13/2020).
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hooligans and people part of the Reichsbürger  movement, neither with 
New Right ideology nor in the sense of a parliamentary opposition to the 
system (cf. inter alia Sellner 2020; Sommerfeld 2020; RND 2021). 

Regardless of whether AfD maintains internal cohesion on the topic of 
COVID-19, it is to be expected that it will also again turn its attention to other 
topics. The increasing number of refugees coming via the Belarus route 
provides the party with a reason to yet again take up the promising topic 
of migration. The new government’s focus in terms of socio-political and 
ecological issues could also provide AfD with enough angles to mobilize 
support. Identi ty and climate policy offer varied potential for the second-
largest opposition party in the current German Bundestag to raise its profile. 
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7 PORTUGAL

DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC 

Portugal went from what was considered a success story in the first wave 
of the pandemic to its worst epicenter at the start of 2021. When, on 
March 18, 2020, it first declared a ‘state of emergency’ – a constitution-
al instrument that allows for severe limitations of fundamental rights – 
it had registered only 2 deaths and 448 cases (compared to 623 deaths 
and almost 14,000 cases in neighboring Spain). According to experts, the 
late arrival of the pandemic (compared to in Spain or Italy) and the rela-
tively early implementation of restrictive measures can help explain the 
slower spread of the virus in Portugal and the relatively successful per-
formance of the country during the pandemic’s first wave (Ames 2020). 
The most stringent measures imposed included a ban on movement, the 
application of cordons sanitaires to the most affected areas, the closure 
of schools and all non-essential services. The ‘state of emergency’ lasted 
until the beginning of May, when it was replaced by the less severe ‘state 
of calamity’, with a ‘civic duty’ of confinement replacing the previous ban 
on movement (Violante/Lanceiro 2021). Restrictions were gradually eased 
from then onwards. However, starting in September they were progres-
sively reintroduced. The number of cases and deaths continued to rise 
which led to a new ‘state of emergency’ being put in place on November 9. 

The worst was yet to come, however. After a brief easing of restrictions over 
Christmas (which included lifting travel restraints), infection rates soared 
quickly in January 2021, in what was the world’s worst surge at the time. 
As a response, Portugal moved from a tiered regional scheme of confine-
ment to a stricter full national lockdown. By late January, the rolling 7-day 
average spiked to more than 12,000 daily new cases and 290 deaths in a 
single day. By way of comparison, taking into account the different popula-
tion sizes, the death rate on February 1 in Portugal was more than double 
that of Italy at the peak of the pandemic’s first wave. Hospitals were on the 
brink of collapse, treating patient numbers beyond their installed capacity 
or sending patients elsewhere. In response to the government’s appeal for 
international assistance, Germany and Austria offered medical support. By 
the end of February, Portugal had recorded more than 16,000 COVID-19 
deaths. Just two months earlier that figure had been below 7,000. 

COVID-19 statistics for Portugal (as of September 30, 2021).

Population 10,305,560

Confirmed cases 1,069,279

Confirmed cases per 100,000 10,376*

Deaths 17,975

Deaths per 100,000 174*

Case-fatality ratio 1.7 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

FROM SUCCESS STORY
TO THE PROBLEM CASE

DRAMATIC SITUATION IN
JANUARY 2021
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Since the number of cases fell rapidly throughout February, Portugal 
gradually eased lockdown restrictions starting in mid-March. The ‘state of 
emergency’ was once again replaced by the ‘state of calamity’ at the end 
of April. This coincided with the further easing of restrictions as part of  
the government’s step-by-step plan to remove them. 

Despite the fact that the government could in theory have been blamed 
for its (mis)management of the pandemic over Christmas, and in spite 
of visible public fatigue with back-and-forth COVID-19 restrictions, voting 
intentions in Portugal have remained remarkably stable.  This is especially 
true in terms of the support for the two largest parties – the center-left 
Partido Socialista (PS, engl.: Socialist Party) and the center-right Partido So-
cial Democrata (PSD, engl.: Social Democratic Party) –, whose polling num-
bers are similar to their results in the October 2019 legislative election 
(Politico 2021). Nonetheless, in several surveys a small ‘rally around the 
flag’ effect was observed, as the governing party (PS) polled a few percent-
age points higher than the 36 percent achieved in 2019. 

There is significantly more competition among the smaller parties, in part 
because of the parliamentary debut of three new forces in 2019. Among the 
three, the radical right party Chega (CH, engl.: Enough) is the one that has 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Portugal 
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registered the quickest and sharpest rise in voting intentions. Having just 
elected one representative in 2019, with 1.3 percent of the popular vote, 
voting intentions show that support for the party now hovers around 9 per-
cent. This places it in direct competition with the left-wing Bloco de Esquerda 
(BE, engl.: Left Block) for the status as the third largest party. It should be 
said, however, that support for Chega was already on the rise prior to the 
pandemic and thus COVID-19 should not be seen as the primary cause of 
the rise of the radical right. The party’s apparent ascent was confirmed in 
the recent presidential election in January 2021, when the party’s leader 
and sole representative in parliament, André Ventura, ran as a candidate 
and polled third, with almost 12 percent of the popular vote.

In contrast to the stability of voting intentions, the levels of public trust 
in the government have decreased in 2021. However, this follows an up-
surge which occurred after the first wave of the pandemic. While in the 
summer of 2020 a surprising 52 percent of respondents declared that 
they tended to trust the government, this figure had fallen to 38 percent 
by early 2021, thus below the levels of 2019 (Standard Eurobarometer 
2019: 48, 2021: 67). However, levels of trust in the national government, 
as well as levels of trust in parliament, remain slightly above the EU aver-
age. The same is true for public satisfaction with measures taken to fight 
the COVID-19 pandemic, as 49 percent of respondents declared they were 
generally satisfied (as compared to the EU average of 43 percent) (Stand-
ard Eurobarometer 2021: 92). 

The decreased trust in the government coincided with a similar drop in 
the level of satisfaction with democracy. The progression of the pandemic 
seems to have taken a toll in this regard, as the number of respondents 
who declared that they were generally satisfied with the way democracy 
works dropped from 64 percent in the summer of 2020 to 48 percent in 
February-March 2021 (seven points below the EU average) (Eurobarome-
ter 2021: 249). The fact that this survey took place during  the worst peri-
od of the pandemic in Portugal is possibly the main reason behind these 
scores. There is a sharp contrast between these figures and the  level of 
trust in the European Union, which has skyrocketed from 56 to 78 percent 
over the same period and is the highest in the whole of the EU (ibid.: 71).

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Portugal

Parties Abbrevia-
tion

European 
party 
affiliation

Ideology Results of the 
last Parlia-
mentary elec-
tion (2019) 

Partido Comunista 
Português

PCP GUE/NGL Communism 6 %

Bloco de Esquerda BE GUE/NGL Socialism, democratic 10 %

Partido Socialista PS S&D Social Democracy,
Center-left

36 %

Partido Social Democrata PSD EVP Conservatism,
Center-right

28 %

Centro Democrático e 
Social – Partido Popular

CDS-PP EVP Christian Democracy 4 %

Chega CH ID Right-wing populism,
nationalist

1 %

DECLINING TRUST IN THE 
INSTITUTIONS

DECLINING TRUST IN THE
DEMOCRACY
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POSTS IN SOCIAL MEDIA – COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND  
MIGRATION 

While the management of the pandemic has, as was to be expected, overshad-
owed other political issues, this effect is not equally evident for all parties. In 
Portugal, as far as party communications on social media are concerned, it is 
interesting to observe that the right-wing party Chega devoted the least atten-
tion to pandemic-related issues (cf. fig. 2). This suggests that the party has not 
attempted to politicize the health crisis to a significant extent. The same can be 
said of the party’s leader, André Ventura, as the COVID-19 dictionary used for 
this study captures only 6 percent of the posts on Ventura’s Facebook page.1 
Other than that, there is no clear left-right division in terms of the degree of 
focus on the pandemic, nor is there an obvious government-opposition dy-
namic, since two opposition parties emphasized pandemic-related topics to a 
similar extent as the governing party.

In an environment where the COVID-19 theme was omnipresent, Chega could 
not realistically avoid the topic: a far from negligible 11.5 percent of its Face-
book posts were on pandemic-related issues. Nevertheless, in comparison 
to other parties, Chega devoted less attention to the intricacies of pandemic 
management, instead opting to retain focus on some of its key themes. These 
include general anti-establishment messages, corruption, crime/ law and or-
der issues, welfare dependency and minorities/ racism. After all, it is clear that 
the party has strategically attempted to differentiate itself from others – both 
in the form and content of its messages.

One such topic is migration, which Chega emphasizes to a greater extent than 
other parties in Portugal (cf. fig. 3). However, it is worth pointing out that the is-
sue does not have the same salience for Chega as it does for other radical right 
parties in Europe. This is most likely due to the fact that Portugal has been less 
affected by the influx of migrants registered in other parts of the continent. 
Chega itself often speaks of migration-related problems in prospective terms, 
for instance alerting to the alleged dangers of a growing Islamic presence and 
using examples of the purported lack of integration in other European coun-
tries as a future scenario for Portugal (Chega 09/02/2020). On average, over 
the 28-month period from 01/01/2019 to 04/30/2021 the party devoted only 

1 The reason why this is important – and why this study pays just as much attention to Ventura’s 
individual communications – is because Chega is a typical example of a ‘personal party’, heavily 
centered on its leader (Mendes 2021).

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook Posts by Parties 
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3.5 percent of its Facebook posts to migration (cf. fig. 3) and it is thus unsur-
prising that the pandemic did not decrease the party’s level of attention to 
the topic. In fact, despite the arrival of the obvious topic of COVID-19, nativist 
themes such as migration, but also the topics of Roma/minorities and racism 
actually featured in a slightly higher percentage of posts after the onset of the 
pandemic (cf. fig. 4). 

This additional focus on other aspects of the party’s nativist agenda is evident 
on the Facebook page of André Ventura who puts much less emphasis on mi-
gration (only 0.5 percent of his posts) and more on Roma/ minorities (3 percent 
of his posts) and racism (2.4 percent). Indeed, Ventura’s favorite ethnic target 
has been the Roma in Portugal. In fact, his emphasis on ‘problems with the 

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, Roma/minorities 
or racism by parties 
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Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, Roma/minorities or 
racism of the Chega party pre-pandemic and post-onset

5 %

4 %

3 %

2 %

1 %

0 %
Roma / Minorities RacismMigration

2.6

1.8

1.2

4.3

2.5
2.9

pre-COVID-19 period post-COVID-19 period

pre-pandemic: 01/01/2019 to 02/29/2020 

post-onset: 03/01/2020 to 04/30/2021

Source: Own data based on Facebook

ROMA BECOME A TARGET



66

RIGHT-WING POPULIST PARTIES IN TIMES OF PANDEMIC

gypsy community’ – which he repeatedly links to crime and welfare dependen-
cy – predates the creation of Chega and is the reason why Ventura first came 
under the media spotlight in the 2017 local elections (at the time still a PSD 
representative). Among Chega’s most controversial proposals to date is the 
creation of a special COVID-19 confinement plan for Roma communities, in 
order to prevent lockdown rule infringements (Lusa 2020a). Racism is anoth-
er nativism-related issue that the party has emphasized. An example of this, 
is the organization of counter-protests against anti-racism allies (inspired by 
the Black Lives Matter Movement) in the summer of 2020, on the basis of the 
claim that ‘Portugal is not racist’ (Lusa 2020b). Chega has taken issue with what 
it considers the ‘abusive use’ of the term ‘racism’ by the left and minorities 
and has often repeated the motto that ‘minorities have rights, but also duties’, 
explicitly connecting this theme with the defense of the police force (Ventura 
6/18/2020). When speaking of ‘minorities’, Chega  naturally also includes or of-
ten specifically means the Roma population (which is why the word ‘minorities’ 
is included in the same category as the word ‘Roma’ in figure 3 and 4).

RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE

Chega is a typical anti-establishment populist party, in that its discourse 
is largely centered on contrasting the moral ‘people’ (in particular the 
hard-working members of society) and the immoral or undeserving ‘oth-
ers’. Among the latter, the political class – and what Chega defines as ‘the 
regime’ – is the most frequent target. It is thus unsurprising that most of the 
party’s communication in regard to COVID-19 is essentially criticism of the 
government’s response.

Chega’s reaction to the pandemic can be divided into three stages. The 
first comprised the onset of the pandemic (March 2020), when Chega 
heavily criticized the government for doing ‘too little, too late’. The second 
started in April 2020 when Chega decided to abstain in the vote on the 
extension of the ‘state of emergency’, opposing specific measures. During 
this stage, and up until November 2020, the pandemic was seldom the 
focus of attention in Chega’s social media communications. In the third 
stage, from November 2020 onwards, once again the party shifted its po-
sition, now actively opposing and voting against successive extensions of 
the ‘state of emergency’. The content and form of its criticism was much 
harsher throughout this stage. 

Chega’s trajectory is thus similar to other far-right parties in Europe, in 
that its later criticism of lockdown policies was actually preceded by a call 
for strict measures in the very early stages of the pandemic (Wondreys/
Mudde 2020). Some of the arguments the party used in later stages of the 
pandemic – chiefly based on economic hardship – are quite in contrast to 
its initial pro-lockdown posture. In what follows, the evolution of Chega’s 
position over time is described in more detail. 

The early stages of the pandemic – March 2020 in particular – is the period 
in which Chega and its leader, André Ventura, devote most attention to 
COVID-19, judging at least by the number of pandemic-related posts on 
their official Facebook pages. In fact, as early as February 11 (more than 
three weeks before the first case was detected in Portugal) the party had 
already presented a constitutional reform bill in order to allow for the 
‘compulsory internment’ of people contaminated by any type of infectious 
virus (Lusa 2020c).2 

2 Unlike in other countries, public health reasons are not included among the stated circumstances 
in which deprivation of freedom is allowed under the Portuguese Constitution. The only health-
related condition mentioned in Art. 27 is a psychic anomaly. The ‘state of emergency’ allowed for the 
circumvention of this rule.

POSITION CHANGE OF CHEGA

DEMANDS FOR
‚FORCED INTERNMENT‘ OF

INFICIATED
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The week before the ‘state of emergency’ was declared (which occurred 
on March 18), Chega repeatedly depicted the government as weak, slow, 
disorganized, and irresponsible. Calling for “hard and radical measures” 
(Ventura 03/12/2020) – including border closures and the compulsory use 
of face masks (Chega 03/16/2020)–, Chega accused the Prime Minister, 
António Costa, of “not having the political courage to take the ultimate de-
cision of closing down everything and demanding people to stay home” 
(Chega 03/14/2020). Ventura, in particular, called Costa out for “his enor-
mous, gross irresponsibility”, blaming him and his government for being 
more concerned about the economy than the health of the Portuguese 
people (Ventura 03/11/2020). Emphasizing the government’s incapacity to 
take preventive actions, Chega went as far as to state that “to postpone 
measures is to be responsible for those who will die when it could have 
been avoided” (Chega 03/19/2020). The party also took the opportunity (as 
it often does) to suggest that the government should not stay in power: 
“how long do we have to put up with this incapacitated government? As in 
the 2018 wildfires, how many more people will have to die for the Portu-
guese to open their eyes? Enough!” (Chega 03/11/2020). 

Naturally, this type of criticism died out once strict lockdown measures had 
been adopted. From then on, the party paid less attention to the overall 
management of the pandemic, instead occasionally targeting more specif-
ic aspects. This was particularly the case for measures that touched upon 
issues at the core of Chega’s ideological profile, namely crime and immi-
gration. Two relevant instances of this more specific focus took place in 
early April 2020. One was when, in order to prevent COVID-19 outbreaks in 
overcrowded prisons, an exceptional early release regime for certain pris-
oners was enacted (Law 9/2020). Chega was of course among the voices 
that spoke most vehemently against this measure, which is the reason why 
it abstained in the first vote on the extension of the ‘state of emergency’ in 
early April. A second measure that was unsurprisingly opposed by Chega 
was the government’s decision to temporarily grant residence rights to all 
migrants who had pending residency applications. The party went as far 
as stating that this amounted to “a betrayal of the Portuguese” since, in its 
own words, they “will have to share the precarious access to health services 
with foreigners” and the “Portuguese State will have to bear responsibility 
for these ‘new nationals’, when it does not even have solutions to save Por-
tuguese families and businesses” (Chega 04/01/2020). 

This was not the only instance in which the party exploited the pandemic 
context to advance its nativist agenda, though. It also used its social media 
platforms to denounce cases where migrants were infected with COVID-19 
and failed to abide by lockdown rules (e.g. Chega 05/17/2020). An out-
break among a community of Bangladeshi shopkeepers, for example, was 
used as evidence that “uncontrolled immigration policies” create “separate 
neighborhoods, with their own rules, and with no state authority”, where 
“quarantine and confinement rules are not enforced” (Chega 04/23/2020). 
The foremost example of Chega’s targeting of ‘ethnic others’ was, howev-
er, the abovementioned proposal for a specific lockdown plan for Roma 
communities, based on their alleged non-compliance with lockdown rules 
(Banha 2020). Needless to say, this proposal (presented in May 2020) was 
met with a resounding backlash from civil society and the remaining parties 
alike. The unconstitutional nature of such a measure – which Ventura, as a 
lawyer, was likely aware of – is reason enough to suspect that Chega’s lead-
er was simply looking for dividends and/or media attention. 

Apart from these specific instances, the party devoted almost no attention 
to COVID-19-related issues until the second wave in the fall. From then on-
wards, and in light of the tremendous impact of the pandemic in Portu-
gal during the winter, Chega had no real choice other than to intensify its 

REPROACHES TO THE 
GOVERNMENT:
INCOMPETENCE AND 
DESPONDENCY

TEMPORARY
RIGHT OF RESIDENCE FOR
IMMIGRANTS AS ‚BETRAYAL OF
OWN PEOPLE‘

FOCUS ON LIBERTIES AND
THE ECONOMY
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criticism of the pandemic management policies. In line with other far-right 
forces in Europe, there are essentially two different areas of thematic fo-
cus: (1) unjustified restrictions to freedoms and rights and (2) the economic 
consequences of the pandemic, particularly for small businesses. 

Using similar rhetoric to Vox in Spain (which was probably the inspiration 
behind it), Chega spoke of ‘Portugal’s venezuelization’, denouncing the al-
leged dictatorial developments in the country. As evidence, it pointed to 
‘expropriations’, ‘control over the lives of citizens’, ‘deprivation of freedoms’, 
‘violations of privacy’, etc. (e.g. Chega 10/04/2020, Chega 02/08/2021). More 
often, though, its criticism of lockdown measures was justified on the basis 
of their impact on the economy and employment, referring in particular to 
small businesses and the most affected sectors, such as restaurants, shops 
and hotels. It is clear Ventura tried to tap into the discontentment of these 
sectors, which had already became evident in protests in November 2020. 
Despite Chega’s classical (neo)liberal positions in economic and social poli-
cies, it often spoke out against the lack of sufficient state support for busi-
nesses and families.

It should be said, however, that Chega did not oppose the implementation 
of restrictive measures per se – in fact, it recognized that “restrictions are 
fundamental to fight the pandemic” (Chega 01/04/2021) –, but it was against 
a general lockdown, claiming there were no scientific studies to back up its 
effectiveness (Chega 11/19/2020). It described the measures adopted as 
“absurd and disproportional”, “destroying jobs, businesses and killing the 
Portuguese for reasons other than COVID-19” (Chega 01/04/2021). Inevi-
tably the government was once again the primary target of attack in this 
regard, however this time it was not because of inaction. Though it is not 
always clear from Chega’s communications what exactly would the party 
have done differently, charges against the government included lack of 
planning and transparency. As an example, Ventura (03/12/2021) stated 
that “it is easier to close down everything as this does not require compe-
tence and planning”. 

This line of criticism, as well as the emphasis on the economic consequenc-
es of the pandemic, is not specific to Chega, though; other parties ex-
pressed similar sentiments. What makes Chega stand out is the gratuitous 
and populist tone of some of its criticism. Some examples of this are the 
allegations that mainstream parties want to keep the Portuguese “poor and 
gagged” (Ventura 03/11/2021) or “transformed into tamed lambs” (Ventura 
08/06/2021). Chega also took advantage of various pandemic-related epi-
sodes to feed the commonly depicted image of an immoral and self-serving 
political class. For instance, the parliament’s rejection of Chega’s proposal 
to cut down politicians’ wages was taken by Ventura as evidence of politi-
cians’ lack of solidarity with ‘the people’ who were facing a dire situation 
(Ventura 05/06/2020). The same can be said about the various instances 
in which the party points to the alleged misuse of taxpayers’ money. As an 
example, the news of an anti-racism campaign was met with the statement 
“it is here where we have to spend money right now, when people are dy-
ing, businesses going bankrupt and hunger growing (…). Shame!” (Ventu-
ra 02/02/2021). In keeping with its producerist agenda – contrasting the 
hard-working members of society with the ‘predatory’ ones –, Chega also 
depicted lockdown measures as a “punishment to those who work and pay 
taxes” while “left-wing electorates, minorities and the welfare-dependent 
continue to live at the expense of those who work” (CHEGA TV 03/11/2021). 

A further noteworthy and surprising aspect of Chega’s actions in the pan-
demic is that the party did not organize any anti-restriction protests un-
til the summer of 2021, thus taking longer than some other parties in 
Europe to add this type of action to its repertoire. Although only a few 
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hundred people participated, the mottos behind the protests are an indi-
cator that Chega’s opposition might be entering a fourth stage. This is be-
cause, on the one hand, Chega seems to want to bring together all those 
who oppose restrictions (without differentiating between different kinds 
and thus speaking abstractly of “absurd restrictions” that are “killing the 
country”) (Ventura 07/01/2021). On the other hand, Chega is starting to 
incorporate some of the rhetoric typical of ‘vaccine skeptics’ and libertari-
ans, claiming vaccines are a personal decision and opposing the ‘sanitary 
apartheid’ created by vaccination certificates (Ventura 08/06/2021).

By way of conclusion, it is clear that Chega has first and foremost tried 
to capitalize on discontentment with the government’s policies, even if 
that entailed an apparent shift in the party’s position regarding lockdown 
measures. In this sense, the party’s trajectory very much resembles that 
of other far-right parties in Europe. Even though the far-right is commonly 
associated with voices that deny or downplay the health risk posed by 
the pandemic, distrust expert advice, and adhere to conspiracy theories, 
there is no evidence of that in Chega’s official channels. The most obvious 
instance in which it copied the likes of Trump or Bolsonaro was when 
speaking of the ‘Chinese virus’, though such references were fairly iso-
lated rather than part of an anti-China campaign. Instead, as described 
above, the party has primarily attempted to seize opportunities provid-
ed by the pandemic to further reinforce its anti-establishment/ populist 
agenda and, occasionally, to advance some of its flagship themes (e.g. its 
anti-Roma stance). 

However, it should be noted that while this assessment is true for Chega’s 
official channels, as well as for the party’s leader, it is not necessarily true 
for other individuals within the party’s structures. In fact, there is evidence 
of adherence to conspiracy theories in the social media publications of 
other party officials (speaking in their private capacity) (Santos 2020). The 
foremost example is João Tilly (the head of the party’s ‘National Council’, a 
deliberative organ), whose various social media channels are known for the 
diffusion of conspiracy theories. In fact, Tilly has gained prominence within 
the party thanks to his large number of followers on social media (almost 
100,000 on Facebook), which probably makes him the most popular disin-
formation actor in Portugal. Nonetheless, Chega and Ventura have been 
careful not to explicitly associate themselves with Tilly’s positions. 

OUTLOOK

While it is unsurprising that Chega has attempted to take advantage of 
the pandemic management policies to reinforce its opposition against the 
government, it should also be said that the pandemic did not stop the par-
ty from devoting attention to unrelated themes. In fact, it is fair to specu-
late about whether the party itself even deemed the topic of the pandem-
ic to be politically useful, since Chega at times seems torn between an 
image of responsibility (taking the health risk seriously) and an image of 
contestation. The party does in fact appear more comfortable focusing on 
its flagship themes – corruption, crime, racism, minorities, immigration, 
welfare dependency, etc. –, which it only occasionally discursively linked 
to the pandemic context. Thus, it is expected that Chega will primarily re-
main committed to such topics regardless of the pandemic-related health 
or economic context, while at the same time attempting to profit from 
popular discontentment. 

DISSATISFACTION OF THE
POPULATION IS
INSTRUMENTALIZED
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC 

As of July 2021, Sweden has experienced three waves of the COVID-19 
pandemic, with over 1.1 million cases in total and more than 14,600 
deaths.1 The first wave peaked in April 2020, the second in December 
2020, and the third in April 2021. Characteristic of the first wave was a 
somewhat higher need for intensive care, reflecting the large share of older 
patients. The second and third waves were relatively similar in terms of the 
numbers of intensive care patients, but mortality was clearly lower during 
the third wave, as the virus predominantly spread among younger people 
(Folkhälsomyndigheten 2021).

The pandemic policy in Sweden has differed from that of most other 
Western countries. There are official recommendations: Swedish citizens 
are asked to wash their hands frequently, practice social distancing, limit 
social interaction to a ‘small number’ of people, reduce the use of public 
transport, and avoid spending time in commercial premises. However, 
measures directed at individuals have essentially not been legally enforced. 
No lockdowns, curfews, or travel restrictions have been introduced, and 
face masks have only been recommended in situations where prolonged 
crowding cannot be avoided, such as in public transport during rush hour. 
Nonetheless, legal restrictions have been imposed on businesses and 
services: there have been limits on the number of people allowed in public 
and commercial premises, the opening hours of bars and restaurants have 
been shortened, high schools and universities have conducted distance 
learning, and there have been bans on visiting care facilities.

Reflecting the Swedish tradition of strong and independent public agencies, 
management of the pandemic has been led to a great extent by the Public 
Health Agency of Sweden (Folkhälsomyndigheten, FHM). Especially in the 
early stages of the crisis, the center-left government of Prime Minister 
Stefan Löfven simply followed FHM’s policy recommendations, while crisis 
management was embodied by the state epidemiologist Anders Tegnell. 

1 The other Nordic countries, which each have only about half the number of inhabitants as Sweden, 
report significantly lower figures (Dong/Du/Gardner 2020).

COVID-19 statistics for Sweden (as of September 30, 2021)

Population 10,353,440

Confirmed cases 1,152,886

Confirmed cases per 100,000 11,135*

Deaths 14,864

Deaths per 100,000 144*

Case-fatality ratio 1.3 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

SWEDEN STRONGLY AFFECTED BY 
THE PANDEMIC

SWEDEN’S SPECIAL PATH

PANDEMIC DOES NOT CROWD 
OUT MIGRATION
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In effective acknowledgement of FHM’s scientific expertise, the political 
opposition has been fairly modest in its criticism of the government’s 
pandemic policy, and there have been few demands for either tighter or laxer 
restrictions. The main controversy has been surrounding the government’s 
failure to stop the virus’s spread in elderly care facilities, which resulted 
in high death rates among residents during the first wave. The opposition 
parties have also accused the government of lacking political leadership 
and of delegating responsibility to non-elected officials. From March 2020 
to June 2021, popular trust in the government decreased from 59 percent 
to 37 percent; however, trust in FHM was still high at 62 percent (down from 
75 percent), and trust in the pandemic management was at 47 percent 
(down from a peak of 62 percent in September 2020) (Kantar Sifo 2021a). 
In the Swedish debate pandemic management is for the most part seen as 
a national matter; the European Union rarely features as an actor. This is 
perhaps the reason why overall trust in the Union has remained stable: 58 
percent in 2021, compared to 56 percent in 2019 (European Union 2021: 
71; European Union 2019:44).

Government popularity increased at the beginning of the pandemic with a 
‘rally-’round-the-flag’ effect. Prime Minister Löfven’s Socialdemokraterna (S, 
Eng: Social Democratic Workers’ Party) had approximately 25 percent support 
in the months preceding the outbreak of the virus, but this climbed to over 
30 percent in March-June 2020. By August 2020, the rating had again declined 
to below 30 percent and has since stayed at 26-28 percent. Support for the 
main opposition party, the center-right Moderaterna (M, Eng: The Moderates) 
rose after the outbreak and has since remained higher, improving from 18-19 
percent to 22-23 percent. Meanwhile, the far-right Sverigedemokraterna (SD, 
Eng: The Sweden Democrats) had peaked in December 2019 at 24 percent but 
dropped to below 20 percent when the pandemic began. Sverigedemokraterna 
has since remained at around 19 percent in regular polls (Novus/SVT 2021a). 
Thus, the large traditional parties seem to have gained somewhat during the 
pandemic, while Sverigedemokraterna has lost ground.

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Sweden
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SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS – A COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND  
MIGRATION 

Based on keyword frequency analysis, Sverigedemokraterna has published 
the largest number of posts on the topic of the pandemic: 250, compared 
to 194 posts by Socialdemokraterna and 146 by the Centerpartiet (C, Eng: 
Center Party). Moderaterna and Vänsterpartiet (V, Eng: Left Party) made less 
than 100 pandemic-related posts, with counts of 98 and 72 respectively. 
However, relative to the total numbers of posts made by each party within 
the period examined, the Sweden Democrats have in fact focused less on 
the pandemic than any other party. Only 13 percent of the party’s posts 
involved COVID-19 keywords, while Vänsterpartiet and Moderaterna were 
at 18-19 percent, Socialdemokraterna 21 percent, and Centerpartiet 25 
percent. These percentages indicate that the pandemic is a less salient 
issue for Sverigedemokraterna than it is for the other parties.

Unsurprisingly, migration is a far more common theme in Sverigedemokra-
terna’s Facebook posts than it is for the other parties. Over the full 28-month 
observation span from January 2019 to April 2021, a total of 673, or 20.1 
percent, of Sverigedemokraterna’s posts contained migration-related key-
words. Furthermore, 224 posts (6.7 percent) referred to Islam, 141 (4.2 per-
cent) referred to integration, and 100 posts (3 percent) referred to terror-
ism. The figures for the other parties are much lower: the party that came 
closest, Moderaterna, posted 169 times (14.8 percent) about migration, 10 
times (0.9 percent) about Islam, 78 times (6.8 percent) about integration, 
and 43 times (3.8 percent) about terrorism. Meanwhile, Socialdemokrater-
na, Centerpartiet, and Vänsterpartiet only posted on migration 20-30 times 
(1.6-2.8 percent), less than 20 times about integration (0.4-1.6 percent), and 
barely posted at all on the topics of Islam or terrorism.
 
Notably, the pandemic has not reduced the Sverigedemokraterna’s emphasis 
on migration. In fact, both the number and share of Sverigedemokraterna’s 
Facebook posts related to immigration increased during the pandemic. 
Indeed, the number of such posts nearly doubled in the 14 months after 
the start of the pandemic, when compared to the 14 preceding months: 
posts on migration went up from 263 to 410, on integration from 49 to 
92, on Islam from 65 to 159, and on terrorism from 43 to 57. However, 
as there was also an increase in the total number of posts made by 
Sverigedemokraterna in the period after the onset of the pandemic, the 

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Sweden

Parties Abbrevia-
tion

European 
party  
affiliation

Ideology Results of the 
last Reichs- 
tagswahl 
(2018) 

Vänsterpartiet V GUE/NGL Socialism,
left-wing populist

8 %

Sveriges socialdemokratiska 
arbetareparti 
(Socialdemokraterna)

S S&D Social democratic 28.3 %

Centerpartiet C Renew Europe Ecology,
liberal

8.6 %

Moderata samlingspartiet 
(Moderaterna) 

M EVP Conservatism,
economic liberalism

19.8 %

Sverigedemokraterna SD EKR Right-wing populism,
nationalist

17.5 %

SVERIGEDEMOKRATERNA 
RELATIVELY LESS FOCUSED ON 
PANDEMIC

IMPORTANCE OF MIGRATION 
INCREASES
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increase in the proportion of posts was more moderate: on migration, it 
went up from 18.6 to 21.2 percent; on integration, from 3.5 to 4.8 percent; 
and on Islam, from 4.6 to 8.2 percent. Posts related to the topic of terrorism 
remained at roughly 3 percent of the total. Thus, the Sverigedemokraterna’s 
emphasis on immigration in their social media presence seems to have 
somewhat increased during the pandemic months. In light of the pandemic 
management situation in Sweden, Sverigedemokraterna might has deemed 
it best to stick to its ‘bread and butter’ particularly because many other 
policy fields were effectively on hold and since there seemed to be little 
appetite for a change in the pandemic restrictions. There was therefore 
little to be gained by focusing on the pandemic. 

A quantitative analysis of the frequency of the major Swedish political parties’ 
Facebook posts reveals remarkable differences in the parties’ social media 
activity. First, it is evident that the Sweden Democrats are generally more 
active on Facebook than other parties. In the pre-COVID-19 period from 

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts by parties
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Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, integration, Islam 
or terrorism by parties
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January 1 to March 1, Sverigedemokraterna posted at least twice as often 
as any of the other parties. In the COVID-19 pandemic period analyzed here 
(from March 1, 2020 until April 30, 2021), it posted as many as 1930 times, 
more than twice as often as Socialdemokraterna, which was the second-
most active (911 posts), and almost five times as often as the least active 
Vänsterpartiet (397 posts). Second, the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the 
parties’ social media activity in different ways. The posting frequency of both 
Sverigedemokraternas and Socialdemokraterna increased significantly after 
the onset of the pandemic; for Socialdemokraterna the increase was as much 
as 67 percent. Centerpartiet’s activity also increased modestly, while there 
was a clear drop in the Facebook activity of Moderaterna and Vänsterpartiet. 
In the case of Vänsterpartiet it dropped by as much as 25 percent.

RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE

When COVID-19 has been mentioned on the Sverigedemokraterna’s 
official Facebook page, it has often merely been used to set the context for 
another message – for example, that criminal actions “in a state of national 
emergency” must lead to harder punishments (SD 3/26/2020; see also SD 
3/19/2020, 4/3/2020, 4/6/2020, 10/1/2020, 1/5/2021). Sverigedemokraterna 

has mostly refrained from harsh criticism of the national health authorities 
on the party’s official Facebook page. However, it has nevertheless been more 
critical than other parties regarding, for example, the timeliness and clarity 
of the information and recommendations provided by FHM, especially as 
regards measures to protect the elderly (see e.g. SD 3/13/2020, 5/28/2020, 
6/23/2020). On his own Facebook page, party leader Jimmie Åkesson has 
been tougher, even demanding that state epidemiologist Anders Tegnell 
resign due to his alleged misjudgment of the pandemic (Åkesson 6/9/2020). 
Importantly, Sverigedemokraterna’s criticism has never entailed a dismissal 
of expert authority. On several occasions, the party has referred to WHO 
recommendations and other research and underlined the importance of 
scientific knowledge in the management of the pandemic: “We politicians 
are laymen. We obviously do not know more about viruses and contagion 
than science. Political measures must therefore build on the facts given 

SD CALLS FOR STRONGER 
MEASURES

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, integration, Islam 
or terrorism of the Sverigedemokraterna party pre-pandemic and post-onset
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to us by science” (SD 3/13/2020; see also e.g. SD 3/31/2020, 6/2/2020, 
6/3/2020, 8/18/2020). However, the party has clearly sought to contrast the 
WHO’s and FHM’s recommendations, thereby challenging both the FHM 
and the government’s policy. In line with this contrast Sverigedemokraterna 
has demanded heavier societal restrictions than those recommended and 
enforced by the authorities. It has been the only political party to advocate 
for the use of facemasks (SD 8/18/2020, 12/17/2020), and it has also 
called for more testing, temperature checks, quarantines, and travel bans 
from high-risk zones (SD 5/5/2020, 5/6/2020, 6/22/2020, 11/21/2020). On 
the other hand, such demands have increasingly faded as the pandemic 
has worn on as there has been a lack of popular demand for additional 
restrictions.

Sverigedemokraterna have criticized the government for weakness, 
sluggishness, incompetence, and a lack of leadership in the management 
of the pandemic, but the party has rarely articulated what it would do 
differently in terms of the ongoing crisis management. For example, 
Sverigedemokraterna has repeatedly denounced the government for the 
strain placed on healthcare staff, but the party’s immediate solutions have 
only amounted to abolishing the tax on fringe benefits for this group of 
workers. The Sverigedemokraterna has criticized the government along 
two main lines: (1) general ill-preparedness and (2) deficient elderly care. 
In terms of the first line of criticism, Sverigedemokraterna has pointed out 
that the government did not build up contingency capabilities prior to the 
pandemic despite many calls (including from SD) to do so. As far as the 
second is concerned, Sverigedemokraterna has explicitly blamed the Löfven 
Government for the high death rates at elderly care facilities (calling this 
“the massacre of the elderly in Sweden”, 06/11/2020). Sverigedemokraterna 
connects the high death rates to material deficiencies and ill-designed 
policies with regard to visiting rules and staffing at care facilities, but also to 
migration and integration: 

“That Sweden was badly prepared when the crisis hit is the government’s 
responsibility. The ultimate example is how defenseless elderly people have 
been infected because of a fundamentally irresponsible policy in general 
and a disastrous migration policy in particular” (SD 05/13/2020). 

The reasoning behind this claim is that the party considers deficient 
language skills among immigrant employees to be a risk and even a cause 
of death in elderly homes. Foreign employees lacking Swedish language 
skills are depicted as unable to understand and respond to patients’ 
needs, to grasp instructions, or to even follow “basic hygiene routines” (SD 
06/15/2020, 07/10/2020a, 7/10/2020b).

Regarding economic policies, Sweden Democrats have primarily focused 
on the protection of the weak and vulnerable, most notably the sick and 
individuals in risk groups. Policy proposals have included abolishing the 
qualifying day of the sickness benefit; temporary compensation for high-
risk individuals who cannot work during the pandemic; an increase in the 
unemployment benefit; and full government coverage of the cost of sickness 
insurance and home care of sick children for the duration of the pandemic 
(SD 04/08/2020, 04/09/2020). On the other hand, Sverigedemokraterna 
has also emphasized ‘kick-starting’ the economy. On top of the economic 
measures already introduced by the government, the Sverigedemokraterna 
proposes extensive loan-based financial stimuli (SD 03/24/2020). The logic 
behind the party’s justification of such loans is that “extraordinary times 
require extraordinary measures”. However, in general, it supports a 
market economy and disagrees with large-scale government interference. 
Meanwhile, Sverigedemokraterna wants to lower or repeal many taxes and 
other charges. It suggests reducing income tax and cutting employers’ non-

STRONG CRITICISM OF THE 
GOVERNMENT

FOCUS ON VULNERABLE GROUPS 
AND TAX CUTS
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wage labor costs; abolishing congestion charges to facilitate pandemic-safe 
commuting in private cars; and temporarily removing the chemical tax 
and the air passenger tax to support hard-hit sectors of the economy (SD 
05/04/2020, 05/14/2020).

As observed previously, the European Union has played only a minor 
role in the Swedish pandemic debate, and the Sweden Democrats have 
correspondingly shown rather little interest in the topic of the EU. In the 
first months of the crisis, the party shamed the Union and its member 
states for their lack of solidarity with Italy, speculating about “what the 
Union and the member states would do if one of them were hit by an even 
bigger crisis” (SD 03/16/2020). However, Sverigedemokraterna’s sense of 
solidarity has appeared limited since then. The party forcefully rejected the 
European stimulus package (or ‘debt package’) and any policies involving 
common loans. This stance was based on three different arguments: first, 
that the package entailed giving away Swedish taxpayers’ money to “less 
responsible” and “dysfunctional” southern European countries that want 
to introduce shorter working weeks and lower the retirement age; second, 
that the purpose of the package is primarily to increase the EU’s power 
and save the Euro through acts of “false solidarity”, rather than to help 
countries recover from the pandemic; and third, that the package would 
not primarily support the economy, but would instead be used to advance 
the European Green Deal and digitalization (SD 03/16/2021, 03/22/2021a, 
03/22/2021b, 03/23/2021). For the most part, Sverigedemokraterna has 
preferred to blame pandemic policy failures on the national government. 
Sverigedemokraterna does not reject all international cooperation: it has 
continued to pursue its standard policy line of more Nordic cooperation 
and frequently makes comparisons between pandemic policies in Sweden 
and in the other Nordic countries (SD 04/16/2020, 05/06/2020, 05/14/2020).

Migration, but in particular the issue of asylum seekers, has remained on 
the Sverigedemokraterna’s agenda throughout the pandemic. At a general 
level, resources dedicated to migration and development aid have been 
contrasted with those allocated to the Swedish healthcare system and the 
crisis-struck economy: 

“Swedes are increasingly worried about the country’s economic situation 
during the Corona crisis. At the same time, all parties, except the Sweden 
Democrats, choose to vote to give away 21 million to Somalia to pay parts 
of the country’s debt to the International Monetary Fund” (SD 05/14/2020). 

Sverigedemokraterna also repeatedly complained because the travel 
restrictions in place did not encompass asylum seekers, and because of the 
pandemic-induced challenges to deportation procedures (SD 04/04/2020). 

Concerns about asylum seekers arriving from high-risk pandemic zones 
were voiced in March 2020 (SD 3/13/2020), and in December 2020 party 
leader Åkesson briefly called for a general travel ban from countries with 
the new virus variant (the B.1.1.7 variant first detected in the UK, now known 
as the Alpha variant) (Åkesson 12/21/2020). Complaints have been made 
on individual occasions about the political prioritization of altering the 
residence permit regulations “in the midst of a raging pandemic” and about 
the proposal to prioritize the vaccination of undocumented immigrants (SD 
11/25/2020). Meanwhile, Sverigedemokraterna has not directly reacted to 
the virus’s rapid spread in immigrant neighborhoods, despite the fact that 
this concern has surfaced in the public debate.

A sinophobic tone is discernible in some of Sverigedemokraterna’s posts 
from early in the crisis, in March-April 2020. At the time, Sverigedemokraterna 
repeatedly labelled the virus “Chinese” (SD 04/03/2020, 04/04/2020). 

REJECTION OF EU STIMULUS 
PACKAGE

CALLS FOR STRICTER ASYLUM 
POLICY IN PANDEMIC TIMES

BLAME ON CHINA
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The spread of the virus was also attributed to Chinese eating habits, 
superstition, and violent and unhygienic treatment of animals, described in 
vivid detail (“terrified… animals are slaughtered, skinned and scalded alive 
to then be chopped into pieces next to one another on the dirty floor”, SD 
04/03/2020). Sverigedemokraterna further accused the Chinese Communist 
Party of having the “wrong priorities”, namely persecuting regime critics 
and threatening Sweden and the Swedish people – a reference to the two 
countries’ icy diplomatic relations and Chinese verbal outbursts – instead of 
“taking responsibility” for the pandemic (ibid.).

In summary, while Sverigedemokraterna’s overall political interest in the 
pandemic has been limited, it has had a relatively consistent strategy on 
the topic, tending to emphasize the dangers of the virus and the need for 
forceful policy measures.

OUTLOOK

Sverigedemokraterna has only made moderate attempts to politicize the 
COVID-19 pandemic. While the pandemic has inevitably dominated the 
public sphere and the crisis management has not always been flawless, the 
public salience of the topic is low. In June 2021, only 28 percent of voters 
reported being concerned about the virus, while 26 percent thought the 
policy response disproportionately favored the economy over public health 
(Kantar Sifo 2021a). Sverigedemokraterna has therefore had little incentive 
to seek to politicize the pandemic to any great extent. Instead, the party has 
maintained and in fact strengthened its focus on migration.

Around 90 percent of the Swedish population intend to get vaccinated 
(Kantar Sifo 2021b), and as the pandemic might slowly subside, there is 
little to suggest that Sverigedemokraterna will focus much on the pandemic 
in the months to come. It seems more likely that Sverigedemokraterna will 
be hawkish about what it fears will be a new wave of migrants as borders 
begin to open, as well as about gang crime, which remains a serious problem 
despite an overall dip in criminal activity during the pandemic (Brå 2021).
At the same time, the next general election is scheduled for September 
2022, and the pandemic may yet provide the opposition, including 
Sverigedemokraterna, with a weapon to use against the sitting government, 
either because of the unpredictable development of the virus or due to 
the Corona Commission’s findings. The Commission, installed by the 
government as an independent body in June 2020, is tasked with evaluating 
the government’s and the public authorities’ COVID-19 policy measures. The 
first interim report, published in December 2020, established that public 
policy measures designed to prevent the spread of the virus in elderly 
care facilities were, despite good intentions, both tardy and insufficient 
(Coronakommissionen 2021). Sverigedemokraterna quickly incorporated 
these findings into its own rhetoric. A second interim report is set for 
October 2021 and the final report is to be delivered in February 2022. If 
the report contained damning findings for the government it could yet give 
Sverigedemokraterna a reason to focus more on the pandemic with the 
election just six months away.
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC 

Spain was hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. As of September 2021, there 
had been more than 86,000 deaths officially attributed to the SARS-CoV-2. 
This translates to 182 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants. 

The situation was particularly dramatic during the first months of the pan-
demic. The country became the world’s leading hotspot at the end of March 
2020, when it overtook Italy in terms of daily deaths. In April and March 
alone Spain registered almost 25,000 deaths officially attributed to COV-
ID-19.1 The situation was particularly dire in Madrid, where hospitals were 
quickly overwhelmed, to the point that the city’s main exhibition center was 
transformed into a field hospital and an ice rink converted into a morgue. 
A look at the evolution in the number of deaths (cf. fig. 1) confirms  that 
the death toll in Spain was most dramatic at the onset of the pandemic. 
Although figure 1 also shows that the highest peak in case numbers was 
in early 2021, this can be attributed to an increase in testing capacity. The 
official case numbers from early in the pandemic do not reflect the real 
number of cases at the time.

The first nationwide lockdown was declared on March 14, 2020. This includ-
ed the closure of all non-essential services and schools, as well as mobility 
restrictions. People were only allowed to leave their homes for specific rea-
sons such as commuting to work, buying groceries, going to the pharmacy, 
or caring for vulnerable people. The lockdown was further tightened at the 
end of March, when the government ordered all non-essential workers to 
stay home. Thus, April 2020 was when Spain registered its highest scores 
on the Government Response Stringency Index (an instrument developed at 
Oxford university, which measures the strictness of lockdown policies)2. Al-

1 It should be noted that the number of COVID-19 deaths was likely underestimated. Between March 
and early June 2020, Spain registered an excess mortality (number of deaths above what is expected 
under normal conditions) of around 44,000, yet only 27,934 of those were officially attributed to 
COVID-19. This is because, in the first months of the pandemic, only those who tested positive were 
recorded as COVID-19 deaths, and thousands of victims – particularly in care homes – were never 
tested (Andrino/Grasso/Llaneras 2020).

2 The index is a composite measure of nine different indicators (school closures, workplace closures, 
restrictions on public gatherings, closures of public transport, stay-at-home requirements, etc.), 
rescaled to a value from 0 to 100 (100=strictest). See https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/COVID-
stringency-index 

COVID-19 statistics for Spain (as of September 30, 2021)

Population 47,351,570

Confirmed cases 4,959,091

Confirmed cases per 100,000 10,473*

Deaths 86,415

Deaths per 100,000 182*

Case-fatality ratio 1.7 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

SPAIN WAS HARD-HIT BY THE 
PANDEMIC

MOST CRITICAL PERIOD IN 
MARCH-APRIL 2020 

FIRST STRICT NATIONAL 
LOCKDOWN ON MARCH 14, 2020

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/covid-stringency-index
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/covid-stringency-index
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though restrictions were progressively lifted, the state of emergency stayed 
in place until June 20. It was then reimposed in October 2020, as the number 
of cases and deaths rose, and was lifted again only in early May 2021. 

The Spanish government was widely accused, in retrospect, of reacting ‘late 
and clumsily’ to the pandemic (as The Guardian put it [Tremlett 2020]). It faced 
criticism for not adopting restrictions earlier than mid-March and for watch-
ing the developments in northern Italy without taking preventive measures 
at home. In particular, the decision to let mass gatherings take place in early 
March was blamed for rapidly accelerating the spread of the virus (Minder 
2020). This is especially the case for the massive demonstrations on Interna-
tional Women’s Day on March 8 (during which various governmental repre-
sentatives got infected), and which provided the right-wing opposition with 
an opportunity to depict the government as irresponsible (Monforte 2020). 

In addition, shortages in medical and protective equipment exposed defi-
cits in what was considered to be a well-prepared healthcare system. Some 
blame public spending cuts for this, as a result of a decade of ‘austerity poli-
cies’ (Royo 2020). Moreover, the political response to the crisis is said to have 
been hampered by factors such as (1) the decentralized nature of the po-
litical system – with constant squabbling between the central government 
and some of the regions – as well as (2) a climate of political instability and 
polarization (Royo 2020).

The pandemic hit Spain shortly after the formation of its first coalition gov-
ernment, an alliance between the center-left Partido Socialista Obrero Español 
(PSOE, Eng: Spanish Socialist Workers Party) and the left-wing Unidas Pode-
mos  (UP, Eng: Together We Can), formed after two inconclusive elections 
in 2019. The coalition’s minority in parliament has dictated that it must rely 
on the volatile support of ethno-regionalist parties, including Catalan and 
Basque pro-independence parties. This constitutes a delicate and contro-
versial balancing act, in light of widespread public opposition to regional 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Spain 
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independence forces. On top of an increasingly fragmented political scene, 
Spanish politics has been riven by very high levels of affective and ideological 
polarization, partially as a result of the focus on internal territorial conflict 
(exacerbated since the Catalan independence challenge of October 2017). 
One manifestation of this was the emergence and rapid growth of the ultra-
nationalist radical right, previously absent from Spanish politics. Formed in 
late 2013, VOX (Eng: Voice) achieved its electoral breakthrough in the Andalu-
cian regional elections of December 2018 and scored its most significant re-
sult in the November 2019 general election, becoming the third largest force 
in parliament, with 52 seats.

This takes place at the same time that the Spanish electorate exhibits 
alarming levels of mistrust in politics, parties, and politicians. A 2021 Eu-
robarometer survey shows that Spain has the third lowest level of trust 
in political parties and the national government among the EU countries 
(Standard Eurobarometer 94). This mistrust is not specific to the pandemic 
context, though. In late 2019, almost 50 percent of Spaniards considered 
that ‘politicians, parties and politics’ were among the country’s top three 
problems (CIS 2019). Similarly, levels of trust in the national government 
were already very low prior to the pandemic: in the autumn of 2019, only 21 
percent of respondents said they tended to trust to the government, which 
is similar to the figure of 20 percent in early 2021. Levels of satisfaction with 
the way democracy works have also remained stable when compared to 
the pre-pandemic period in 2019. This is in contrast to trust in the Europe-
an Union, which has increased during the pandemic: 52 percent said they 
tended to trust the EU in early 2021, as compared to 43 percent in 2019 
(Standard Eurobarometer 92, 94).

Despite the various crises affecting Spain, voting intentions have remained 
fairly stable since the last general election. The most significant change oc-
curred as of May 2021, when the mainstream right Partido Popular (PP, Eng: 
People’s Party) overtook the mainstream left PSOE, currently leading in the 
polls (with 29 percent support) (Politico 2021).  Regional elections in Madrid 
at this time gave a resounding victory to the PP and to its lockdown-skeptic 
leader, Isabel Díaz Ayuso. As for VOX, voting intentions at the national level 
have oscillated between 12 and 18 percent support for the party during the 
pandemic, and it has kept its place as the third largest party. 

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Spain

Parties Abbrevia-
tion

European 
party  
affiliation

Ideology Nov. 2019 
General Elec-
tion %

Unidas Podemos UP GUE/NGL Left to radical left 13 %

Partido Socialista Obrero 
Español 

PSOE S&D Social Democratic, 
center-left

28 %

Ciudadanos Cs Renew Europe Liberalism, 
center-right

7 %

Partido Popular PP EPP Conservative, 
center-right

21 %

VOX VOX ECR Nationalism, 
radical right

15 %

LOW LEVELS OF TRUST IN THE 
GOVERNMENT CONTRAST WITH 
INCREASING TRUST IN THE EU

VOTING INTENTIONS HAVE 
REMAINED RELATIVELY STABLE
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SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS – A COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND 
MIGRATION
 
The pandemic and its management by the government has naturally over-
shadowed other political issues. Some interesting empirical questions arise in 
this regard, namely whether (1) all political parties devoted a similar amount 
of attention to the pandemic and (2) how the radical right fares in this regard. 

The results of the quantitative content analysis of parties’ publications on 
Facebook during the COVID-19 crisis (from March 1, 2020 to April 30, 2021) 
show that all parties devoted a significant amount of attention to the pan-
demic (cf. fig. 2). Perhaps not surprisingly, the party in charge of leading the 
government (PSOE) is the one that has devoted most attention to the topic 
(almost 25 percent of all its Facebook posts). Somewhat surprisingly, the op-
posite is true for its coalition partner, Podemos, which has possibly tried to 
avoid reputational damage associated with the management of the health 
crisis. VOX’s level of attention to the pandemic is similar to that of the main 
opposition party, the Partido Popular.3

A second relevant empirical question related to issue emphasis is whether 
the pandemic crowded out other important topics in populist radical right 
discourses, particularly immigration. Even though this topic is possibly out-
performed by separatism and territorial issues in VOX’s discourse, it is none-
theless an important topic for the party. The evidence of this is provided in 
figure 3, which shows the percentage of Facebook posts on migration be-
tween January 1, 2019, and April 30, 2021. It is striking that VOX devotes more 
than 10 percent of its posts to the topic while other parties pay barely any 
attention to it. To attest whether COVID-19 had an impact on VOX’s empha-
sis on the issue of migration, figure 3 looks at the percentage of Facebook 
posts on migration in the fourteen months prior to the COVID-19 outbreak 
(January 1, 2019 -  February 29, 2020), comparing it with the fourteen months 
following the onset of the pandemic (March 1, 2020 – April 30, 2021). Against 
expectations, the pandemic did not crowd out immigration from VOX’s social 
media communications. The proportion of posts devoted to the topic is very 
similar across the two time periods – ten percent in the pre-COVID-19 period 
and eleven percent in the period after the onset of the pandemic.4  

3 It is worth noting that the frequency percentages displayed in figure 1 are not concealing any 
substantial variation in the absolute numbers of posts. All parties in Spain are quite active on 
Facebook: the number of total publications between 1 March 2020 and 30 April 2021 varies between 
1,506 for VOX and 2,604 for Podemos, with the other parties in between. 

4 This finding goes against Olivas Osuna and Rama’s (2021) conclusion that other themes lost salience 
in VOX’s communications, being replaced by direct attacks on the government. While this is true for 
the parliamentary speeches analyzed by the authors (speeches on the approval and extension of the 
state of emergency), it is not necessarily the case for the party communications as a whole.

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts by parties
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On the one hand, VOX’s emphasis on migration is the result of a deliberate 
attempt to politicize and instrumentalize fears arising from mass migration, 
and thus secure ‘issue-ownership’ on a topic that had only occasionally been 
an object of political attention before (Mendes 2019). The fact that the pan-
demic did not offset the issue is also related to the fact that migratory pres-
sure increased during the pandemic (compared to 2019), particularly in the 
Canary Islands.5 On the other hand, the striking difference between VOX and 
the remaining parties with regard to the issue of migration (cf. fig. 2) also 
suggests that, rather than either mimicking or alternatively confronting VOX, 
mainstream parties have mostly chosen to de-emphasize the issue. 

RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE

VOX’s discourse and political style is similar to other populist radical right 
parties with its hyperbolized content and belligerent form. It is customary, 
for example, to hear the parties’ leaders speak of the ‘enemies of Spain’ or 
refer to politicians as ‘traitors’. It is thus of little surprise that VOX has at-
tempted to take advantage of the serious health and economic crisis affect-
ing Spain to mount a fierce opposition against Spain’s left-wing government. 
This is all the more so in a context where the center-left has entered into 
agreements with parties vilified by the right, and in particular by VOX, be it 
pro-separatist forces (VOX’s arch-enemy) or Podemos (repeatedly accused 
by VOX of wanting to implement a Venezuelan-like regime). In what follows, 
we first describe how VOX has reacted to the pandemic and how it has made 
use of it to fiercely criticize the government. Secondly, we look into how the 
party has linked the health and economic crisis to some of its main ideologi-
cal features and themes, in particular populism and immigration.

Whereas at the onset of the pandemic VOX faulted the government for 
waiting much too long before taking action and declaring the state of 
emergency, it nevertheless voted in favor of its extension only once. The 
party was quick to radically change its position, repeatedly opposing the 

5 Spain has become a primary entry point into Europe in the last few years. While in 2019 it registered 
32,449 irregular entries, this number increased to 41,861 in 2020. The situation is more dramatic in 
the Canary Islands, as numbers spiked from less than 3,000 in 2019 to more than 23,000 in 2020, 
according to data from the Spanish Ministry of the Interior. 

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration by parties  
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extension of emergency measures from April 2020 onwards. In addition 
to the argument that such measures violated basic rights and freedoms, it 
accused the government of using an exceptional situation to illegitimately 
concentrate power and “advance its totalitarian agenda” (VOX 05/06/2020). 
It also stressed the economic effects of the ‘lockdown’ measures, while 
arguing for a stronger protection of businesses, jobs, and wages. As with 
other radical right parties in Europe, VOX’s defense of civil liberties is more 
likely the result of its anti-government strategy rather than a deep-seated 
commitment to freedom.

Its opposition to consecutive extensions of the state of emergency does 
not mean, however, that VOX played down the health danger posed by the 
pandemic. In fact, there is a common (mis)perception that far-right groups 
distrust expert advice VOX defended the inclusion of outside experts in the 
government task-force to combat the situation. There is also little evidence 
that it contested social protection measures such as social distancing and 
the wearing of face masks. 

Its most controversial take on the COVID-19 was, instead, the occasional 
reference to the ‘Chinese virus’, going as far as to suggest that China must 
pay for it and backing conspiracy theories in this regard. The most extreme 
example of this stance is perhaps the following statement, written on social 
media in early 2021: “For months we have been denouncing the responsi-
bility of the Chinese Communist Party in spreading the virus with the intent 
of weakening Western economies and imposing its agenda. China is guilty! 
China must pay!” (VOX 01/26/2021).

As expected, most of VOX’s energy during the pandemic has been dedicated 
to throwing brickbats at the government. Proof of that are the anti-govern-
ment rallies it organized in May and October 2020, where protesters were 
instructed to take to the streets in vehicles so as to keep social distance. 
With cries for freedom and covered in Spanish flags, thousands joined VOX 
in demanding the resignation of a government blamed for “crimes against 
the health, prosperity and freedom of Spanish people” (Abascal, quoted in 
Carvajal 2020). 

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration by Chega pre-pan-
demic and post-onset
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Furthermore, the party tabled a motion of no confidence, which was vot-
ed on in parliament in October 2020 (an instrument that, if approved with 
an absolute majority, forces the resignation of the executive and the in-
stallation of an alternative government).6 This step, together with various 
lawsuits by VOX against the government and the emergency measures it 
had approved, were persistently justified on the basis of the government’s 
‘criminal management of the pandemic’ (García 2020; VOX 09/30/2020). 
Referring to the government as a ‘mafia’, Santiago Abascal (VOX’s leader) 
even stated in parliament that Spain had its worst government in 80 years 
(which includes a dictatorship) (ABC 2020). In addition, he claimed that the 
no confidence motion was justified on the basis of the (1) ‘democratic de-
generation’ and ‘assault’ on institutional controls on executive power, (2) 
the ‘unconstitutional restriction’ of individual liberties and (3) the ‘fraudu-
lent’ constitution of a ‘social communist’ government reliant on separatist 
forces (Zanotti/Dugarte 2021). 

Although VOX’s self-proclaimed aim was to force the government to resign, 
its actual goals were most likely to discredit the government and to present 
itself as the ‘real’ and most steadfast opposition. The party says so itself when 
classifying the opposition of the remaining parties as a ‘contemplative oppo-
sition’ (García 2020). In this sense, its actions were as much a challenge to the 
government as they were to the Partido Popular, with whom VOX competes 
for right-wing voters and the position as the largest opposition party. In addi-
tion, and as Olivas Osuna and Rama (2021) point out, VOX’s highly antagonist 
rhetoric and polarizing strategy were also a means to gain media visibility 
and capitalize on discontent and negative partisanship. 

One of the accusations VOX most repeatedly levelled at the government, 
particularly during the initial stages of the pandemic, was that it had lied 
and hidden information, including the real number of deceased. Not only 
did VOX directly blame the government for the number of deaths, but it 
went as far as to state that it had de facto ‘euthanized’ elderly people in care 
homes (González 2020). VOX has also claimed that the government has 
benefited from media collusion in this regard, accusing the government 
of pouring money into public-sector media to “buy the media’s protection” 
(VOX 04/15/2020) and referring to a ‘media mafia’ that “hides the ruin, the 
death, and everything that exposes the negligent management of the gov-
ernment” (VOX 10/31/2020).

What was initially nicknamed a ‘hoax government’ (‘gobierno del bulo’) later 
became the ‘government of unemployment and misery’ (‘gobierno del paro y 
la miseria’) – two hashtags frequently used by VOX on social media. This was 
at the same time that VOX started to put more emphasis on the economic 
consequences of the pandemic, reproaching the government for not do-
ing enough for small and medium-sized businesses and the self-employed 
(VOX 05/12/2020).

Furthermore, VOX made ample use of populist tropes, understood here 
as a highly Manichean and moralistic view of society, contrasting the ‘pure 
people’ with a ‘corrupt elite’ (Mudde 2004). As an example, its attacks against 
the heads of government often took the form of accusations of self-serving 
behavior, including charges of prioritizing their grip on power and ideolog-
ical agenda over “the lives, health, employment and prosperity of Spanish 
people” (VOX 05/28/2020). In line with its repeated rhetoric contrasting the 
‘progressive consensus’ (pejoratively called ‘consenso progre’) and the peo-
ple’s ‘common sense’, the party accuses the left of being exclusively focused 

6 Motions of no confidence (moción de censura) are relatively rare in Spanish politics. Only four had 
been tabled previously in the Spanish Congress, of which only one was successful.
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on its globalist agenda, in contrast to VOX itself, which claims to be “the only 
party that understands the reality of what small businesses and workers 
are going through” (VOX 04/28/2021).

An additional populist trope frequently used by VOX is the alleged misuse 
of taxpayers’ money by the political elite. Unsurprisingly, VOX has used the 
pandemic context to argue that “today more than ever one understands 
how public funds, as with the funds that finance [territorial] decentraliza-
tion, are better used protecting the health and the lives of people” (VOX 
04/02/2020). Here, VOX also takes the opportunity to push for what is its 
favorite hobbyhorse – the (re)centralization of Spain. Furthermore, in line 
with its stance that political parties unduly consume public funds, it donat-
ed the party’s parliamentary allowance for March and April 2020 to associ-
ations of victims of COVID-19 (La Vanguardia 2020).

Last but not least, VOX has also made use of the pandemic to further its an-
ti-immigration rhetoric. As mentioned above, Spain (in particular the Canary 
Islands) has faced considerable migratory pressure during the pandemic. 
The fact that this has occurred at the same time as the severe negative 
economic consequences of the pandemic has created fertile ground for fal-
lacious interpretations and juxtapositions of the well-being of migrants and 
that of natives (always interpreted as a zero-sum game). Examples abound 
in VOX’s social media communications: “For 800,000 immigrants from third 
world countries: papers and minimum income. For the thousands of un-
employed Spanish workers, the self-employed, small and medium-sized 
businesses condemned to ruin: charity or nothing. It’s all part of that ‘new 
normal’ plan (…)” (VOX 04/30/2020). Whereas the claim that irregular im-
migration poses an economic problem is not new, the dire economic con-
sequences of the pandemic are used to hyperbolize this association even 
further: “Either pensions for the widows or payments for the MENAS7. To-
day, more than ever, them or us. It’s a matter of survival” (VOX 06/21/2020).

In addition, the pandemic added another immigration-related ‘threat’ to 
the repertoire of arguments typically used by the radical right: the health 
threat. In an alarmist fashion, VOX has claimed that many of those arriving 
in Spain were infected with COVID-19 (e.g. “The Spanish are suffering with 
the unprecedented arrival of illegals to our shores, many of them infected” 
[VOX 08/02/2020]; “Illegal migration (…) is a very serious threat to the health, 
safety and coexistence of Spaniards” [VOX 08/07/2020]). In the same way 
that the party devotes much space in its social media to denouncing irregu-
lar arrivals or incidents of crime involving immigrants, it regularly reported 
on COVID-19 outbreaks among migrants. Nonetheless, the party continues 
to allocate considerable attention to the topic, also for reasons other than 
the alleged health threat. Proof of that is the fact that criminality and securi-
ty – explicitly associated with immigration – were a key topic for VOX during 
Madrid’s regional election campaign in April-May 2021. 

Finally, VOX has also occasionally used the pandemic to target some of the 
issues that regularly elicit the anger of the party pet peeves. One example 
of that is territorial decentralization, as mentioned above. Another example 
is the European Union, as VOX criticized the conditions attached to the use 
of European funds, defining them as a ‘loss of sovereignty’ and as a means 
for the “Brussels’ elites to impose their globalist agenda” (VOX 07/22/2020). 
Specifically, it condemned the use of EU funds to tackle climate change and 
to foster immigrant integration, while deploring the reduction of funds for 
the CAP, for example. 

7 MENAS (from the acronym for Menor extranjero no acompañado) are unaccompanied migrant 
children (under the age of 18). 
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OUTLOOK

VOX’s ascent in Spanish politics is occurring at a time in which levels of 
polarization seem to be reaching new heights. The party’s rise is likely to 
be not only a result but also a strong catalyst for that trend, judging by its 
highly Manichean, antagonistic and hyperbolized rhetoric. The pandemic 
provided VOX with a set of new opportunities to further escalate its oppo-
sition, culminating in the motion of no confidence in October 2020. What is 
more, despite the fact that the Partido Popular tried to distance itself from 
VOX by voting against VOX’s no confidence motion, there is some evidence 
indicating that VOX’s positions and tone have had a contagion effect on the 
mainstream right (Olivas Osuna / Rama 2021). Judging by the alliance pat-
terns at the regional level, there is little doubt that VOX might well become 
a coalition partner in a future right-wing national government. 

Nevertheless, and in line with European trends, the Spanish radical right 
seems to be neither losing nor profiting from the pandemic, as voting inten-
tions have mostly remained stable. The Spanish government has, however, 
not benefited from the ‘rally round the flag’ effect found elsewhere, with 
the political landscape appearing to be as fragmented and divided as ever. 
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7 HUNGARY

DEVELOPMENT OF THE PANDEMIC

Hungary’s first case of COVID-19 was detected on March 4, 2020, and the 
first death in the country was registered on March 15, 2020. At time of 
writing, there had been three waves of infections in Hungary: in spring 
and autumn of 2020 and at the beginning of 2021 (cf. fig. 1). The latter 
wave saw the highest peak of COVID-19 case numbers, hospitalizations, 
and deaths. At the worst point, Hungary had one of the highest COV-
ID-19 death rates in the world (Simon/Martewicz 2021, cf. fig. 2), but by 
the spring of 2021 the situation had improved considerably. The Fidesz-
led government introduced various measures to deal with the pandem-
ic, which were analogous to the ones taken in other European countries 
(mandatory mask wearing, social distancing, bans on indoor gatherings, 
etc.). These measures were imposed, extended, or lifted depending on 
the development of the pandemic.

In light of the rapidly deteriorating situation in Italy, which was the first 
European epicenter of the pandemic, the government established an ‘Op-
erational Group’ on January 31, 2020, headed by the Minister of the Inte-
rior, Sándor Pintér, and the Minister of Human Resources, Miklós Kásler. 
The rest of the group was composed of officials from the fields of public 
health, the military, police, and even counterterrorism. The government 
declared a state of emergency soon thereafter, on March 11 and on March 
30, 2020 the Fidesz-dominated Parliament passed legislation authorizing 
the government to rule by decree. This was officially justified by the ex-
traordinary emergency that the pandemic represented, even though it 
was widely seen as an attempt to grab power by a government whose 
liberal democratic credentials were already questionable (Kovács 2021). 

Furthermore, throughout the pandemic, transparency and freedom of in-
formation have been points of contention. Critics pointed out, inter alia, 
that government representatives gave incomplete and contradictory in-
formation about infection rates, tests, medical resources, vaccines, etc. In 
March 2020 the government made the distribution of ‘misleading infor-
mation’ punishable by law, which further exacerbated the existing prob-
lems regarding media freedom in the country (Spike 2020). At the worst 

COVID-19 statistics for Hungary (as of September 30, 2021)

Population 9,749,760

Confirmed cases 822,705

Confirmed cases per 100,000 8,438*

Deaths 30,190

Deaths per 100,000 310*

Case-fatality ratio 3.7 %*

Sources: World Bank 2021 & Dong/Du/Gardner 2020 / *Own calculation

HUNGARY HIT BY THREE WAVES 
OF THE PANDEMIC BETWEEN 2020 
AND 2021.

THE HUNGARIAN GOVERNMENT’S 
FIRST MEASURES INCLUDED 
DECLARING A STATE OF 
EMERGENCY.
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point in the pandemic, from a Hungarian perspective, the government 
discouraged doctors from speaking freely about the dire situation prevail-
ing in Hungarian hospitals, and reporters were not allowed to enter the 
hospitals in order to document the situation.

Like elsewhere, travel and entry restrictions were introduced during the 
pandemic. Even before the first COVID-19 case was identified in Hungary, 
the government announced the indefinite suspension of the admission 
of ‘illegal immigrants’ into the so-called transit zones (de facto detention 
centers established in the wake of the wave of asylum seekers entering 
Europe in 2015-2016), citing the risk of infection (Mandiner 2020). The 
borders otherwise remained open. Not only were foreigners casually 
blamed for bringing the virus into Hungary and thus endangering Hun-
garians’ health, but Hungarian citizens living and/or working abroad also 
sometimes faced significant hurdles when wanting to enter Hungary, in-
cluding, among others, the refusal in September 2020 to accept PCR tests 
conducted in other EU countries – a measure which sparked outrage and 
protests and was rapidly amended.

On the economic front, government measures included tax suspensions, 
moratoriums on loan payments, and increased flexibility in the labor laws. 
The government’s efforts focused on job retention in particular, with reg-
ular repetition of the slogan that it would seek to ‘create as many jobs 
as the virus has destroyed’. The government also adopted an ‘economic 
protection plan’ to deal with the epidemic. This plan was the target of 
criticism because some of the funds were channeled into activities that 
had no obvious connection with the protection of the economy. At the 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Hungary
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onset of the third wave, the government delayed introducing stricter 
measures until early March 2021, expecting that the vaccination program 
would pick up pace, rendering such measures unnecessary. However, 
vaccination also became a matter of controversy, as the Hungarian gov-
ernment blamed the EU for delays and insufficient vaccine stocks. Defying 
common EU policy, the Hungarian government procured also so-called 
‘Eastern vaccines’, i.e., Sputnik V and Sinopharm, which have not been 
approved by the European Medicines Agency, but which nonetheless al-
lowed Hungary to achieve significantly higher vaccination rates than the 
EU average in spring 2021. 

In terms of the development of public opinion throughout the crisis, the 
Standard Eurobarometer survey conducted during the third wave of the 
COVID-19 epidemic in Hungary (Eurobarometer 2021) showed low and 
decreasing levels of trust in the government:  only 39 percent of respond-
ents answered that they tended to trust the government (which is close 
to the EU average of 36 percent), with a 7 percent decline registered be-
tween the summer and the winter of 2020. Conversely, trust in the EU 
increased during the same time-period, by 6 percent, to 59 percent (which 
is considerably higher than the EU average of 49 percent). The same sur-
vey showed that only half of the Hungarian respondents were satisfied 
with how democracy worked in the country: 52 percent total satisfied as 
opposed to 48 percent total dissatisfied, a two-point decline for the for-
mer and an analogous two-point increase for the latter. Satisfaction with 
democracy in Hungary lags behind the EU average, though the difference 
is quite small, i.e., 44 percent and 55 percent, respectively. 

Right-wing parties have been the dominant force in Hungarian party poli-
tics since 2010. In the most recent general elections, held in 2018, the na-
tional-conservative Fidesz (in a permanent alliance with the smaller Chris-
tian Democratic People’s Party, KDNP) was reelected for a third consecu-
tive term, while Jobbik became the largest opposition party. Jobbik started 
as a radical right party espousing ultranationalist, racist ideology, but has 

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Hungary

Parteien Abbreviation Zugehörigkeit 
zur Fraktion 
im EP

Ideology Ergebnisse 
der letzten 
Parlaments-
wahl (2018)

Magyar Szocialista Párt MSZP S&D Center-left
Social liberalism

12 %*

Demokratikus Koalíció DK S&D Center-left
Social liberalism

5 %

Fidesz – Magyar Polgári 
Szövetség

Fidesz -
(until March 
2021 EVP)

Right-wing to Far-right
Nationalism
social conservatism

49 %**

Jobbik Magyarországért 
Mozgalom

Jobbik - Right-wing
Nationalism; social 
conservatism

19 %

Mi Hazánk Mozgalom Mi Hazánk - Far-right 
Ultranationalism

-

  *In an electoral alliance with Párbeszéd (Dialogue)
**In an electoral alliance with the Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt (Christian Democratic People’s Party, KDNP)

LEVEL OF TRUST IN GOVERNMENT 
AND SATISFACTION WITH 
DEMOCRACY DECREASED. 

POLITICAL LANDSCAPE SHIFTING 
AS THE MAJOR OPPOSITION 
PARTIES FORGE AN ELECTORAL 
ALLIANCE.
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since become more moderate. The Jobbik splinter party, Mi Hazánk Mozga-
lom (‘Our Homeland Movement’), is a radical right party, which is current-
ly polling well below the parliamentary threshold. Mi Hazánk is an heir to 
Jobbik’s radical roots;  it maintains paramilitary connections and promotes 
ultranationalist and anti-minority positions. While Jobbik has shown some 
moderation, Fidesz has become more extreme, embracing ethnic national-
ism, Euroscepticism, conspiracy theories, and has adopted a tough stance 
on immigration. In the next general elections, to be held in the spring of 
2022, Fidesz will face a united opposition. Opinion polls suggest that the 
electoral alliance, made up of all the major opposition parties from across 
the political spectrum, could defeat the incumbent Fidesz.1 

SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS – A COMPARISON OF COVID-19 AND 
MIGRATION 

A frequency analysis of COVID-19-related keywords in the Facebook posts 
made by the major parties on their official Facebook accounts from March 
2020 onwards2 reveals that all parties used social media as an important 
platform for political communication during the pandemic. Approximate-
ly every third post on Facebook mentioned one or more COVID-19-related 
keywords. The frequency with which COVID-19 was mentioned was simi-
lar for most parties, irrespective of whether they were in government or 
in opposition, except for Jobbik, which referred to COVID-19 somewhat 
less on its Facebook page, although still to a considerable extent, and Mi 
Hazánk3,  which referred to it significantly more than the other parties. 

A different image emerges if one looks at the frequency with which parties 
referred to migration: clearly, right-wing parties emphasized this issue much 
more than left-wing or centrist parties. Fidesz posted by far the most on the 
topic of migration, significantly more than Jobbik, especially prior to the pan-
demic. This was to be expected as migration is a key issue for Fidesz, one 
which it has essentially monopolized. It is a veritable ‘political jackpot’, the 
strategic exploitation of which has contributed to Fidesz’s lasting success 
(Bíró-Nagy 2021). Focusing on how the relative importance of migration has 
changed over time for the two major right-wing parties, we can see that this 
issue lost out in salience during the COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., from March 
2020 onwards). In other words, emphasis on migration decreased in pan-
demic times; this was the case for both Fidesz and Jobbik, though the drop 
was much more pronounced for the former. Both parties posted much more 
during COVID-19 than in normal times, which suggests that the issue of mi-
gration was mostly crowded out by pandemic-related concerns. In absolute 
numbers Fidesz still paid more attention to migration than Jobbik, even dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, and Fidesz also linked the issue of migration and 
COVID-19 more tightly (which is discussed in more detail below).

RIGHT-WING POPULIST DISCOURSE

A closer examination of the Facebook pages of the Hungarian major par-
ties reveals that many posts served to inform citizens and provide details 
about the evolution of the pandemic, protective and sanitary measures, 
or relaxations of restrictions, and so on. At the same time, social media 

1 https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/hungary/
2 COVID-19- and migration-related posts were collected using keywords for both categories of interest.
3 Given that our report relies on social media data it is important to note that Facebook deleted the 

page of the party leader, László Toroczkai in 2019, and the party’s official page in 2020, arguing that 
they breached its community standards. A new official Facebook page for Mi Hazánk was set up in 
February 2021, leaving us with much fewer posts to analyze, and probably a less accurate picture 
of their agenda compared to other parties included in the analysis. This is because of the smaller 
sample size and also the likelihood of self-censorship on the new official page.
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platforms were also used as a battleground for party politics, utilized by 
opposition parties to criticize the government’s handling of the pandemic 
and to propose their own solutions. In line with  their ideological outlook, 
opposition parties called for stricter yet at the same time more social-
ly sensitive measures, such as more support for healthcare workers and 
pensioners, free testing, an increase in the minimum wage, among others. 

FIDESZ

In general, Fidesz’s communication exhibits typical populist tropes, in-
cluding majoritarianism (people-centrism), polarizing narratives (e.g., jux-
taposing hard working ‘Hungarian people’ and unpopular minorities) and 
immediacy, i.e., addressing ‘the people’ directly (Bene/Boda 2021: 87-88). 
Owing (also) to its status as a governing party, Fidesz’s communication 
on its Facebook page combines populist and technocratic elements. In 

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts by parties
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Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration by parties
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terms of the latter, Fidesz used the social media platform to inform cit-
izens about the development of the pandemic situation in Hungary, to 
announce measures, link to informational videos, press conferences, the 
website for vaccine registration, etc. Underpinning the party’s endeavor 
to portray competence and efficiency, posts often referred to precise 
dates and figures, such as the number of personal protective equipment 
shipments arriving in the country, the number of vaccinations adminis-
tered, and the number of vaccinated people in the country. Another way 
for Fidesz to convey the desired image of responsibility and competence 
was to emphasize its complete trust in and consultation with experts and 
the medical community as well as fully supporting vaccination.

At the same time, in its posts Fidesz stressed the personal responsibil-
ity of individual Hungarian citizens. In line with its ‘workfarist’ ideology 
(involving a juxtaposition of work and welfare), it repeatedly called for 
workers to try to retain their jobs and for employers to re-establish jobs 
lost due to the pandemic. The invocation of the metaphor of warfare was 
used to drive home the importance of responsibility and compliance in 
extraordinary times. A post from March 15, 2021, the national holiday that 
celebrates the 1,848 Hungarian insurrection and war of independence 
against Austrian rule, quoted the following statement from a high-ranking 
Fidesz politician:

“This spring is similar in many respects to March 1848. Our soldiers are 
now doctors and nurses, our weapons are vaccines.” (Fidesz 03/15/2021)

Weaponizing this posture of responsibility and competence, Fidesz rou-
tinely criticized the opposition for allegedly exploiting the pandemic for 
political gains. When opposition MPs repeatedly refused to vote in favor 
of the government assuming, extending, and then, later in the pandemic, 
reinstating emergency powers, they were branded as anti-patriotic and 
irresponsible:

“Today’s parliamentary vote revealed once again that the opposition can-
not be relied on even in such an exceptional emergency, in order to pro-
tect the safety of the Hungarian people”.  (Fidesz 03/23/2021)

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to migration, Islam and terrorism 
by Rassemblement National pre-pandemic and post-onset
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To claim that the opposition is not on the side of the ‘people’ is a typical 
populist argument. Indeed, alongside the technocratic language, we find 
posts articulating anti-establishment critique of ‘Brussels’ and the Hun-
garian (mainly left-wing) opposition, in combination with strong nativist 
and anti-immigration discourses applied to the COVID-19 crisis. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has marked a historic low point in the relations 
between the Fidesz-led government and the EU. The government’s as-
sumption of emergency powers and limitations of individual rights and 
freedoms in a context of already weakened liberal democratic checks and 
balances raised concerns among EU institutions, especially the European 
Parliament. Furthermore, the Hungarian government threatened to veto 
the EU budget containing important pandemic relief because of the rule 
of law conditionality included in it. While Orbán succeeded in postpon-
ing the application of the conditionality rule until after the 2022 general 
elections in Hungary, this was the last straw in Fidesz’s already strained 
relations with the European People’s Party, which Orbán eventually left 
to pre-empt the sanctions looming for Fidesz. The deterioration of gov-
ernment-EU relations can be traced in Fidesz’s posts, which were already 
far from positive at the onset of the crisis, but which turned particularly 
critical in early 2021. The government seized on the opportunity to criti-
cize the EU for the slow rollout of vaccines and it didn’t take long for the 
government to conclude that:

“The epidemic has shown that the European Union is only effective if it is 
not governed by a single center but by sovereign nations. We believe in 
such a Europe.” (Fidesz 04/17/2021)

Moreover, and expectedly, Fidesz framed the COVID-19 crisis as a threat 
to the ‘nation’ as well as a moment of ‘national unity and solidarity’. At the 
same time, Fidesz, more than any other party, linked the issue of COV-
ID-19 with that of immigration. At the onset of the crisis, in March 2020,  
Hungary had not yet experienced a large surge in cases, unlike numerous 
other countries, and Fidesz made a post characterizing migration as an 
existential threat:

“Most illegal immigrants come from an area that is also a focal point for 
the COVID-19. We continue to say no to immigration, we protect the Hun-
garian borders!” (Fidesz 04/03/2020)

Soon after the first confirmed cases of COVID-19 were identified among 
Iranian university students, multiple posts on Fidesz’s Facebook page 
painted them as dangerous and unruly and also broadcast their eventual 
deportation. Periodical mentions of migration continued, always framed 
as a threat to the nation’s health and security, sometimes explicitly em-
ploying racist tropes:

“All unchecked migrants who want to enter illegally and who want to come 
in here not only violate Hungarian laws, but also pose a biological and 
health threat to Hungary. Therefore, they cannot come in – this must be 
prevented at all costs. Because not only are they loosening the legal order 
by tossing aside our laws and disregarding our culture of coexistence, but 
they also pose a specific threat of infection.” (Fidesz 08/07/2020)

Fidesz has at the same time been especially mindful of the geopolitical 
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic. Indicatively, while other govern-
ments and political actors blamed China and spoke about a ‘Chinese vi-
rus’, the Fidesz-led government prided itself in having established an ‘air 
bridge’ between China and Hungary to procure personal protective equip-
ment at a time of shortages in the EU.

THE PANDEMIC MARKS A 
HISTORIC LOW BETWEEN THE 
FIDESZ-LED GOVERNMENT AND 
THE EU

FIDESZ LINKS COVID-19 AND 
MIGRATION MORE THAN ANY 
OTHER PARTY
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JOBBIK

The Hungarian party Jobbik started its political career on the far-right of 
the political spectrum, espousing a fascist ideology and discourse as well 
as having a significant paramilitary arm (Kyriazi 2016). Since approximate-
ly 2014, the party has become more moderate in an attempt to displace 
the national-conservative Fidesz. In doing so, Jobbik has toned down its 
nativism but stepped up use of populist elements in its discourse and 
policy proposals, seeking to carve out a space for itself in the context of 
Fidesz’s parallel move further to the right (Borbáth/Gessler 2021). Ac-
cordingly, Jobbik’s communication on its Facebook platform during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has exhibited nationalistic elements, the most con-
spicuous of which were ubiquitous references to the Hungarian ‘people’, 
‘families’, ‘workers’, etc., as the recipients of solidarity, thus putting forth 
an exclusive conception of belonging.

However, first and foremost, Jobbik’s posts express scathing criticism di-
rected at the Hungarian government and Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 
personally. There are populist elements in the way this criticism is artic-
ulated, i.e., Jobbik claims that the government has let down ‘the people’, 
those who it is supposed to represent. At the same time the party seeks 
to distance itself from the uncaring and corrupt elite.  Yet, Jobbik’s posts 
are by no means an all-out assault on the ‘establishment’: conspicuous 
by their absence in Jobbik’s Facebook posts were the categories typically 
identified as elites, i.e., scientists, EU officials and the other Hungarian 
mainstream opposition parties. Running in the same electoral alliance 
has of course limited the possibility for Jobbik to criticize its left-wing 
allies. However, mentions of the EU were also rare, and, when they did 
occur, the tone of the posts was mostly neutral or even mildly positive, 
i.e., reference to the EU as a source of monies and pandemic relief. When 
the Hungarian government threatened to veto the EU budget in late 2020 
although it contained sizeable funds to offset the economic losses, Jobbik 
criticized the move as a ‘betrayal’ of Hungary and the Hungarian peo-
ple (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom 11/18/2020). In terms of policy 
content, Jobbik’s Facebook posts during the pandemic were either a re-
action to the government’s measures (typically criticizing them) or they 
urged the government to take stricter measures to deal with the health 
dimension of the pandemic but also its socio-economic impact. At the 
onset of the pandemic in Hungary for example, Jobbik was calling for 
school closures, the procurement of personal protective equipment, and 
the introduction of a curfew and so on. In general, the party emphasized 
the dangers of the virus and its devastating consequences on human 
lives and livelihoods. The focus has been on protecting the weakest social 
strata, e.g., inter alia by demanding free testing, the declaration or the 
extension of a moratorium on evictions, the provision of paid leave for 
parents, and the protection of people’s jobs and livelihoods – as long as 
those who received solidarity unambiguously belonged to the Hungarian 
nation. Posts such as the one below constructed the crisis as a moment 
of national unity and cohesion: 

“Protecting the Hungarian people is paramount! In the emergency caused 
by the COVID-19, we must unite, every Hungarian is responsible for every 
Hungarian!” (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom 03/22/2020)

Whenever the government sought to extend aid to non-Hungarians (e.g., 
sending medical doctors to neighboring Slovakia to help with testing as 
part of its COVID-19 diplomacy), Jobbik criticized this, claiming that it was 
abnormal (Jobbik 11/1/2020). Jobbik also condemned the government’s 
assumption of emergency powers during the pandemic.

JOBBIK OFFERS A NATIONAL 
POPULIST INTERPRETATION OF 

THE CRISIS

JOBBIK PAINTS THE GOVERNMENT 
AS CORRUPT AND INCOMPETENT
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“Orbán needs to understand: it’s time to leave the field! The deaths of more 
than 26,000 of our Hungarian compatriots indicate that Viktor Orbán did 
not use his extraordinary authority for anything other than theft.” (Jobbik 
Magyarországért Mozgalom 04/26/2021)

Several posts highlighted the plight of the Hungarian healthcare system, 
which had already been struggling with personnel and resource shortages. 
Another sizeable share of the party’s posts actually had no substantive pol-
icy content at all; they were solely expressing criticism of the government. 
For example, an oft-levelled accusation was that the government was too 
lax with its measures, incompetent, unpatriotic, untrustworthy and that it 
was lying to the Hungarian people. Indicatively, in Jobbik’s periodic updates 
about the official case numbers in Hungary the following caption was re-
peatedly used: “The latest data on the epidemic – the question, of course, is 
how much we can trust them.” Jobbik was also critical of the Hungarian gov-
ernment’s decision to use vaccines not authorized by the European Medi-
cines Agency, referring to Sputnik V as ‘Putin’s miracle vaccine’ and brand-
ing its use on Hungarians a ‘human experiment’ (Jobbik Magyarországért 
Mozgalom 11/6/2020a). However, beyond these accusations and insinua-
tions, we find no major examples of Jobbik espousing conspiracy theories. 
Generally speaking, the authority of experts was not questioned, although 
the Chief Medical Officer of Hungary, Cecília Müller, was a target of criti-
cism, but on political rather than professional grounds. Jobbik was also in 
favor of vaccines, urging Hungarians to get vaccinated.

“[…] vaccination is the only way to defeat the Coronavirus and get our lives 
back. […] We urge everyone to take the opportunity to be vaccinated. We are 
getting vaccinated too!” (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom 04/05/2021)

If anything, Jobbik cast itself as the responsible actor, consistently calling 
out the Hungarian government for tackling fake crises instead of real ones:

“The likes of Orbán were soon found to be helpless when dealing with a 
real crisis. Hungary was deftly defended from the inexistent “hordes of 
migrants” at the border, and Brussels was also stopped with awesome 
confidence. All of this, of course, by burning through thousands of billions 
of public funds and stuffing them into their own pockets. However, in the 
event of a real danger, the operation is no longer so reliable! It turned 
out in a flash that when it comes to the Hungarian people, the likes of 
Orbán delay, make wrong decisions, misinform, lose their minds and, 
unfortunately, as a result of these mistakes, Hungarians get sick or die 
in the epidemic. In recent weeks, it has become clear to millions that the 
government is irresponsible, while the opposition represents responsible 
politics.” (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom 04/20/2020)

Unlike Fidesz, Jobbik seldom linked the issue of COVID-19 and migration, 
though when it did, it was also done in an unfavorable light, mainly to 
express labor market chauvinism, as well as to protest alleged double 
standards and discrimination against Hungarian emigrants.

“[…] There is something quite absurd in that while Hungarians working 
abroad have to undergo a PCR test or be quarantined for 14 days if they 
come home from a foreign country, foreigners in search of a wage do not 
have to worry about anything like that. They just show the paper at the bor-
der and they can go ...” (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom 09/11/2020)

“The Orbán governments not only forced hundreds of thousands abroad, 
not only unleashed upon our country potentially dangerous people by sell-
ing settlement bonds, but also conducted organized labor imports. While 
some of the well-educated Hungarian youth are forced to make a living in 

JOBBIK PAINTS ITSELF AS A 
RESPONSIBLE ACTOR

JOBBIK ESTABLISHES SOME 
LINKAGE BETWEEN COVID AND 
MIGRATION, BUT THIS IS NOT 
A DOMINANT THEME ON ITS 
FACEBOOK PLATFORM
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the West, the likes of Orbán are pushing down the already humiliatingly low 
wages in Hungary by admitting Far Eastern, Vietnamese, or even Ukrainian 
labor en masse for work ranging from agriculture to the construction of 
production lines. Jobbik, on the other hand, would provide real opportu-
nities for Hungarian youth, and would send foreign workers home during 
the epidemic crisis.” (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom 11/06/2020b)

MI HAZÁNK

Mi Hazánk, originally a Jobbik splinter party, offers a different version of rad-
ical right discourse and positions vis-à-vis the pandemic. For starters, multi-
ple posts proudly proclaim it is the only anti-lockdown party in Hungary and 
urge its followers to sign a petition and to participate in a protest against 
the restrictions. Mi Hazánk’s anti-elitism is geared against the political class 
(which includes the governing and the opposition parties, but is directed less 
at experts and the EU in its posts). The party casts itself as the outsider repre-
senting the interests of the pure people. In line with its nativist ideology, the 
‘people’ are equated with the Hungarian ‘nation’ and Mi Hazánk, like the oth-
er right-wing parties, sees the pandemic primarily as a threat to the national 
community, but also to national independence, which is undermined by the 
adverse economic consequences of lockdowns. As mass vaccinations pro-
gressed in Hungary, the party also increasingly spoke out for those choos-
ing to remain unvaccinated, protesting as ‘discriminative’ the government’s 
decision to require possession of immunization certificates to participate in 
certain activities. Mi Hazánk claimed that those who were ‘afraid’ of the vi-
rus were free to protect themselves by means of vaccination or staying at 
home (Mi Hazánk Mozgalom 03/16/2021). Mi Hazánk intervened on behalf 
of certain social groups:  mainly small businesses, families and the young, 
as it claimed their needs had to be defended against the interests of a pow-
erful few, namely, “pharmaceutical companies, casinos, multinational trad-
ing companies and communications tech companies”. Mi Hazánk proposed 
that a pandemic solidarity tax should be levied on these actors (Mi Hazánk 
Mozgalom 03/28/2021).

Mi Hazánk did not link the issue of immigration with COVID-19 at all on 
its Facebook page, even though in other forums a connection was made 
between the two, e.g., in a press conference posted on the party’s You-
Tube channel, captioned “Could migrants be bringing in the virus?”4 It is 
also worth mentioning that party leader László Toroczkai served as the 
Mayor of Ásotthalom, a village located at the Serbian border and was an 
early advocate of erecting a fence there during the refugee crisis to keep 
migrants out of Hungary. The absence of posts on the topic of migration 
and COVID-19 is therefore most probably an artefact of the platform (e.g., 
due to the newness of the party’s page, self-censorship, or because of 
moderation by Facebook) rather than an accurate reflection of the posi-
tion of Our Homeland.

OUTLOOK

The pandemic has caused significant loss of human life in Hungary; it has 
revealed the structural weakness of the Hungarian health system, as well 
as having dire economic consequences. Nonetheless, the Fidesz-led gov-
ernment has managed to retain its popularity throughout this period, and 
further gains are possible with case numbers currently low, and the coun-
try’s economy in recovery. Facing the first serious threat to its hegemony in 
more than a decade in the form of an electoral opposition alliance, Fidesz 

4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4nibf6IM-LY
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A GENUINE OUTSIDER: ANTI-
ESTABLISHMENT AND ANTI-

LOCKDOWN.

FIDESZ MANAGED TO RETAIN 
ITS POPULARITY DURING THE 

PANDEMIC, BUT IT ALSO FACES 
CHALLENGES.
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continues to find scapegoats and national enemies against whom to rally 
its voters. In Fidesz’s communication, Hungarian-born US billionaire George 
Soros remains the alleged mastermind behind the world’s evils.

Despite the relative calm at the country’s southern border, migration is 
still an important political theme. Conjecture that the US withdrawal from 
Afghanistan could lead to swelling humanitarian migration towards Eu-
rope has provided a further opportunity to fan the flames of xenophobia.
The newest target of the government’s illiberal agenda is the LGBT com-
munity. A recently adopted law, the so-called ‘Children Protection Act’, has 
ignited controversy. The law had the stated purpose of fighting pedophil-
ia, but in effect it stigmatized LGBT individuals. The EU has launched legal 
action against Hungary over the law, while the Hungarian government 
has announced a referendum to settle the issue. Another notable devel-
opment was that the EU withheld approval of Hungary’s 7.2 billion Euros 
recovery plan, citing dissatisfaction with anti-corruption measures in the 
distribution of the funds (Tamma 2021). In general, the EU institutions 
are being less and less tolerant of the government’s drift towards author-
itarian populism, and an escalation could be politically costly, given that 
approval of the EU remains high among Hungarians.

As far as the other two right-wing parties are concerned, public opin-
ion polls ahead of the 2022 elections show that Jobbik’s popularity has 
increased since the onset of the pandemic, but it is questionable as to 
whether and if so to what extent this is due to the pandemic. If anything, 
Jobbik has attempted to move ‘beyond’ the pandemic to focus on social 
and economic issues. The upcoming election campaign,  will more than 
ever center on the need for renewal. Jobbik’s unwavering focus on Fidesz’s 
failings mean it is well-placed to capitalize on this issue. Mi Hazánk, con-
versely, has been unable to gather momentum, suggesting that anti-ex-
pert and anti-lockdown positions and discourse have had limited reso-
nance in the Hungarian context.
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A Introduction
   

COVID-19 and right-wing populism 
 

 
Fig. 1: Salience of migration and health

Fig. 2: Proportion of COVID-19-related Facebook 
posts of right-wing populist parties in Europe

Fig. 3: Proportion of migration-related Facebook 
posts made by right-wing populist parties in Eu-
rope pre-pandemic and post-onset

B Right-wing populist parties in times of pandemic

1 Denmark

 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Denmark

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Denmark

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration, integration or Islam by parties

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference 
to migration, integration or Islam of the parties 
Dansk Folkeparti and Nye Borgerlige pre-pan-
demic and post-onset
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2 France

 
Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in France

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in France

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration, Islam and terrorism by parties

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference 
to migration, Islam and terrorism by Rassemble-
ment National pre-pandemic and post-onset

3 Germany

 
Fig. 1: 7-day incidence rates of reported cases 
and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Germany

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Germany

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration by parties

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference 
to migration of AfD party pre-pandemic and 
post-onset

Fig. 5: Share of Facebook posts by AfD with refer-
ence to migration and COVID-19,over time
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B Right-wing populist parties in times of pandemic

4 Portugal

 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Portugal

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Portugal

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties 

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration, Roma/minorities or racism by parties

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference 
to migration, Roma/minorities or racism of the 
Chega party pre-pandemic and post-onset

5 Sweden

 

Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Sweden

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Sweden

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference 
to migration, integration, Islam or terrorism by 
parties

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration, integration, Islam or terrorism of the 
Sverigedemokraterna party pre-pandemic and 
post-onset
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6 Spain

 
Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Spain

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Spain

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration by parties  

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration by Chega pre-pandemic and post-on-
set

 
7 Hungary

 
Fig. 1: 7-day incidences of reported cases and 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Hungary

Tab. 1: Relevant political parties in Hungary

Fig. 2: Share of COVID-19-related Facebook posts 
by parties

Fig. 3: Share of Facebook posts with reference to 
migration by parties

Fig. 4: Share of Facebook posts with reference 
to migration, Islam and terrorism by Rassemble-
ment National pre-pandemic and post-onset
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1 Denmark

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 covid*

COVID-19 corona*

COVID-19 pandemi*

COVID-19 epidemi*

COVID-19 virus*

COVID-19 nedlukning*

COVID-19 karantæne*

COVID-19 vaccin*

COVID-19 mundbind*

COVID-19 forsamlingsloft*

COVID-19 forsamlingsforbud*

COVID-19 restriktion*

COVID-19 genåbne*

COVID-19 mink

COVID-19 mutation*

COVID-19 smitte*

COVID-19 hjælpepakke* 

COVID-19 indlagte 

COVID-19 holde_afstand

COVID-19 sundhedsstyrelsen*

COVID-19 hjælpepakke*

COVID-19 lønkompensation*

Migration *migration*

Migration *indvandring*

Migration indvandrer*

Migration *migrant*

Migration asyl*

Migration *flygtning*

Migration udlændinge*

Migration udvisning*

Migration udvist*

Migration udrejsecent*

Migration opholdstilladelse*

Integration integration*

Integration stramning*

Integration sammenhængskraft*

Integration paradigmeskift*

Integration efterkommer*

Integration ghetto*

Integration statsborgerskab*

Islam islam*

Islam muslim*

Islam mosk*

Terrorism terroris*

3 France

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 *covid*

COVID-19 corona*

COVID-19 pandémie

COVID-19 épidémie

COVID-19 virus

COVID-19 confinement*

COVID-19 quarantaine

COVID-19 vaccin*

COVID-19 masque*

COVID-19 sanitaire

COVID-19 déconfinement

COVID-19 reconfinement

COVID-19 tests

COVID-19 fermeture 

COVID-19 ouverture 

COVID-19 réouverture

COVID-19 distanc*

COVID-19 isolement

COVID-19 restriction(s)

COVID-19 couvrefeu

COVID-19 état_urgence

Migration *migration*

Migration *migrant*

Migration *migratoire*

Migration asile*

Migration réfugiés

Migration clandestin*

Migration étrangers

Migration submersion

Migration titres_séjour

Migration méditerranée

Migration frontex

Islam islam*

Islam musulman*

Islam mosquée*

Islam voile

Terrorism terroris*

Terrorism fichés

2 Germany

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 covid*

COVID-19 *corona*

COVID-19 pandemie*

COVID-19 epidemi*

COVID-19 virus*

COVID-19 *lockdown*

COVID-19 quarantäne*

COVID-19 *impf*

COVID-19 *maske*

COVID-19 maulkorb*

COVID-19 shutdown*

COVID-19 ausgangssperre*

COVID-19 *infekt*

COVID-19 *hygien*

COVID-19 *tests*

COVID-19 ansteck*

COVID-19 muta*

COVID-19 versammlungsfreiheit

COVID-19 astrazeneca

COVID-19 abstand*

COVID-19 *schränk*

COVID-19 RKI

Migration *migra*

Migration asyl*

Migration *flucht*

Migration *flücht*

Migration *wander*

Migration ausländer*

Migration *abschieb*

Migration moria

Migration mittelmeer*

Migration außengrenze*

Migration *aufenthalt*

Migration seenotrettung*

Migration duldung

Migration frontex

ANNEX
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7 Portugal

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 covid*

COVID-19 corona*

COVID-19 pandemi*

COVID-19 epidemi*

COVID-19 epidémi*

COVID-19 virus

COVID-19 vírus

COVID-19 confinamento

COVID-19 quarentena

COVID-19 vacina*

COVID-19 máscara*

COVID-19 desconfinamento

COVID-19 estado_emergência

COVID-19 sanitári*

COVID-19 distanciamento

COVID-19 contágio

COVID-19 testagem

COVID-19 recolher_obrigatório

COVID-19 laboratório

COVID-19 astrazeneca

COVID-19 infeç*

COVID-19 infecç*

COVID-19 infetad*

COVID-19 infectad*

COVID-19 higiene

COVID-19 salvar_vidas

COVID-19 restrições

COVID-19 ventilador*

COVID-19 dgs

COVID-19 infarmed

COVID-19 plano_recuperação

COVID-19 reabertura

Migration *migraç*

Migration *migrante*

Migration *migrar

Migration asilo

Migration refugiado*

Roma /
Minorities

cigan*

Roma /
Minorities

minorias

Racism racismo

8 Sweden

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 covid*

COVID-19 corona*

COVID-19 pandemi*

COVID-19 *epidemi*

COVID-19 virus*

COVID-19 nedstängning* 

COVID-19 karantän*

COVID-19 vaccin*

COVID-19 munskydd*

COVID-19 spridning*

COVID-19 skyddsutrustning*

COVID-19 folkhälsomyndigheten

COVID-19 smitt*

COVID-19 restriktioner*

COVID-19 test*

COVID-19 *provtagning*

COVID-19 avstånd*

COVID-19 riskgrupp*

Migration *migration* 

Migration *invandring*

Migration *invandrare*

Migration migrant*

Migration asyl*

Migration *flykting*

Migration utlänning*

Migration utländsk*

Migration papperslös*

Migration utvisa*

Migration utvisning*

Migration uppehållstillstånd*

Migration nyanländ*

Migration syrien

Migration förvar

Migration medelhavet

Integration medborgarskap*

Integration integration*

Integration hedersförtryck*

Islam Muslim*

Islam Islam*

Islam mosk*

Terrorism terroris*

10 Spain

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 covid*

COVID-19 corona*

COVID-19 pandemi*

COVID-19 epidemi*

COVID-19 virus

COVID-19 confinamiento

COVID-19 cuarentena

COVID-19 vacuna*

COVID-19 mascarilla*

COVID-19 estado_alarma

COVID-19 sanitari*

COVID-19 contagi*

COVID-19 salvar_vidas

COVID-19 rebrotes

COVID-19 desconfinamiento

COVID-19 distancia*

COVID-19 tests

COVID-19 *infec*

COVID-19 higiene

COVID-19 restricciones

COVID-19 respiradores

COVID-19 ccaes

COVID-19 recuperación_
transformación

Migration *migraci*

Migration *migrante*

Migration *migrar

Migration *migrat*

Migration asilo

Migration refugiado*

Migration mena*

Migration muro

Migration ceuta

Migration melilla

Migration marruecos
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7 Hungary

Topic Keyword
COVID-19 covid*

COVID-19 korona*

COVID-19 *járvány*

COVID-19 pandémi*

COVID-19 vírus*

COVID-19 lezarás*

COVID-19 karantén*

COVID-19 vakcin*

COVID-19 védőolt*

COVID-19 olt*

COVID-19 beolt*

COVID-19 maszk*

COVID-19 *teszte*

COVID-19 kijárási_tilal*

COVID-19 astrazeneca

COVID-19 pfizer

COVID-19 *fertőz*

COVID-19 higién*

COVID-19 veszélyhelyzet*

COVID-19 távolság*

COVID-19 korlátoz*

COVID-19 lélegeztetőgép*

COVID-19 operatív_törzs*

COVID-19 halálozás*

COVID-19 mentőcsomag*

COVID-19 újranyit*

Migration bevándor*

Migration migráció*

Migration migráns*

Migration menedék*

Migration menekült*

Migration külföldi*

Migration illegális

Migration betelepít*

Migration tranzitzón*
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