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ABSTRACT

Several western European countries recently experienced the establishment of
more than one populist actor in their party system. While we know how
populists attack the political mainstream, we lack knowledge on how
populists talk about other populist actors. Conducting content analysis of
campaigning communication on Twitter and 23 interviews with populist MPs
in Germany, ltaly and Spain - countries characterised by the presence of
various populisms — we find that populists demonise each other perceiving
themselves as adversaries. Populists attribute a malicious and extremist
character to the (populist) opponent when the latter is ideologically distant
indicating the decisive role of host ideologies. Positive evaluations only occur
by overlapping policy position. Some specificities emerge in Italy, where
established populists behave more like the mainstream. Being populist as
such does not unify political actors in the fight against the establishment:
populists appear at least as hostile towards other anti-establishment parties
as towards the mainstream.
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In recent years, an increasing amount of scholarship is engaged in the com-
municative practice of populist parties (Ernst et al. 2017; Franzmann and
Lewandowsky 2020). While the discussion about the ideological character
of populism is still ongoing (Aslanidis 2016), we know quite well how popu-
list actors talk about mainstream parties, elites and alleged non-native out-
groups (Ivaldi et al. 2017; March 2017; Caiani and Cisaf 2018). Recent
studies further broadened the perspective of populist communication asses-
sing to what extent mainstream parties adopt populist or nativist content
(Rooduijn, de Lange, and van der Brug 2014; Manucci and Weber 2017)
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and how they talk about the populist radical right (Schworer and Ferndndez-
Garcia 2021).

Populist communication consists of people-centred and anti-elitist mess-
ages accusing political elites of not acting in the interest of the people (Ernst
et al. 2017; Wolinetz and Zaslove 2018). In the populists’ worldview, poli-
ticians have lost their connection with the common people and are rather
interested in their own well-being instead of the true need of the people,
which they can’t even recognise.

In western Europe, populists are seen as important challengers for centre-
right and centre-left mainstream parties and strategies about how to deal
with them are widely discussed (Abou-Chadi, Mitteregger, and Mudde
2021). Yet, while populist actors emerged in almost all western European
democracies in the last decades, populist parties also compete against each
other within the same party system. In countries like Italy, Spain and
Germany, we are confronted with the co-existence of multiple populist
actors with different host-ideologies claiming to speak in the name of the
people and rebel against elites. While we know how these populist actors
talk about the ‘establishment’, we lack knowledge how they talk about each
other.

Drawing on a systematic content analysis on Twitter for recent national
elections and 23 interviews with populist parties’ representatives, this
article investigates whether populists consider themselves as competitors
or ‘allies’, which frames they use to justify their criticism against other
‘anti-elitist’ political actors and which discursive strategies are adopted to
weaken the respective counterpart. We focus on populist competition in
Italy, Spain and Germany where a second populist party recently emerged
and challenged the populist dominance of the ‘first’ anti-establishment force.

In what follows, we first describe the main features of populism and popu-
list discourses and trace conceptual boundaries. Second, approaching popu-
lism from an ideological and communicative point of view and building on
the literature on negative campaigning (and concepts from social movement
studies), we develop guiding hypotheses on the discursive behaviour of
populist actors in competition with other populist forces. Third, after
describing our methods and case selection, we show how populists talk
about populists.

The findings indicate that the way populists deal with each other strongly
depends on the host ideology, electoral success and on time (i.e. the ‘age’ of
populist parties). Populists emphasise attacks towards electorally more suc-
cessful parties. A sympathy towards populist newcomers hardly emerges -
except few programmatic similarities in specific policy areas. Therefore,
the ‘populist’ orientation per se does not provide a sufficient ideological
foundation to engage in positive campaigning. Instead, the populist compe-
titors are severely attacked rhetorically. Specificities primarily emerge in
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Italy. Especially the established Forza Italia and to a lower extent the Lega
make use of anti-populist rhetoric, while the M5S tries to attach the Lega
to the political elite.

Populist Newcomers Against Established Populist Parties

While there is no disagreement about the existence of discursive features of
populism and the content of populist messages (Aslanidis 2016; Ernst et al.
2017; Wolinetz and Zaslove 2018) the question whether populism should be
considered as an ideology or worldview (Aslanidis 2016; Mudde 2007;
Hawkins and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017), a type of organisation, a rhetoric or pol-
itical style (Caiani and Graziano 2022) is still vividly debated. We argue that
populism has certain ‘values’ from which political positions can be deduced
such as demands for direct democracy or against corruption. In line with
Mudde, we consider populism as thin-centred ideology ‘that considers
society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”, and which argues that poli-
tics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people’
(Mudde 2004, 543). The populist worldview results in certain communicative
elements (Ernst et al. 2019). Populist parties question the character, behaviour
and intentions of other political parties opposing them to the needs of the
honest people. Such allegations and antagonisms between the people and
elites are easy to communicate for populists as political outsiders fighting
against the old political establishment. But this becomes more difficult when
they are confronted with political newcomers who, for their part, pretend to
embody the will of the people as opposed to the vested interests of the old
parties. What do ‘old’ populist parties accuse new populist parties of when
they enter the parliamentary scene and vice versa? And which discursive
dimensions might be mobilised by the two populist competitors?

The first question this study attempts to address refers to the main targets
of populists” attacks. How important is campaigning against other populist
actors compared to the rest of the parties? Literature on negative campaign-
ing offers useful expectations about the triggers of attacks towards competing
parties (Elmelund-Praestekeer 2008; Haselmayer 2019). In particular, two
factors — according to the vote- and office-seeking nature of parties — can
be considered to determine the targets of opposition: the ideological close-
ness to the other party and the latter’s electoral strength. In multiparty
systems that require coalition governments, it can be expected that parties
do not refer frequently to parties which are ideologically close, because nega-
tive campaigning towards potential coalition partners may make govern-
ment participation more difficult.

The electoral success of parties is an additional factor influencing how often
they talk about others: challenger parties would rely on negative
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communication towards potential winners of the election (Haselmayer 2019).
The logic behind that argument is that electorally dominating parties need to
be weakened, which may work by using negative campaigning to demobilise
supporters. Centre-left mainstream parties, for example, demonise radical
right parties, only when the latter experienced an electoral breakthrough
(Schworer and Fernandez-Garcia 2021). Populists may therefore be expected
to criticise particularly the electorally most successful parties in the polls
and refrain from frequently attacking electorally weaker actors.

H1a/b. The more parties are ideologically distant (a) and electorally successful
(b) the more likely populist parties refer to them.

Furthermore, ideological distance may not only determine the frequency
of references to competing populist actors but also the type of reference
(positive vs. negative). Social movement studies have shown that parties
and movements with a similar ideological background or issue-focus (i.e.
same aim in a specific policy area) may also collaborate at least in certain
policy fields (Hutter 2014). In this regard, southern European countries
like Greece and Italy recently experienced populist coalition governments
consisting of ideologically different actors. In the case of Greece, for
example, besides the anti-establishment orientation, a common ‘anti-
Memorandum’ and anti-austerity agenda favoured the formation of the
coalition government in 2015 between SYRIZA and ANEL (Markou
2021a).

While the populist orientation may therefore facilitate collaboration and
positive engagement between parties — although only sporadically - the
host ideology is however considered to determine populists’ behaviour to a
higher extent (Rydgren 2017). In this regard, populism is considered a
‘thin’ ideology with a restricted core (Mudde 2004) but it needs to be com-
bined with a (thicker) ‘host’ ideology (e.g. socialism or nativism) ‘that
specifies its appearance as right- or left-wing’ (Loew and Faas 2019, 496)
and that determines who belongs to the people and the elite. Whereas left-
wing populist movements identify the ‘people’ in socio-economic terms,
such as the working class exploited by the bourgeois elite, right-wing popu-
lism refers to the ethnic nation.

Positive evaluations of populist competitors should rather be the excep-
tion, if the two competitors have a different ideological profile and empha-
sise different issues. Chapel Hill Expert Survey data (Seth et al. 2022)
provides an overall ideological left-right score including GALTAN and
economic issues (‘Irgen’) and regarding issue emphasis, we know that a
salient issue for populist parties is Euroscepticism (Pirro and Taggart
2018)." Therefore, we can expect, as in the Greek example, that a
common critical stance towards the EU results in more positive engage-
ment between populists.
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H2a/b. The closer populist parties are ideologically (a) and the more common
their position on European integration (b), the more likely positive references
towards each other occur.

Third, the host ideology of populist actors may further determine the type of
attack towards other political actors (Katsambekis 2017; Rydgren 2017). For
the populist radical right, this ideology is often considered nativism holding
that ‘states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group
(“the nation”) and that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are threa-
tening to the homogenous nation-state’ (Mudde 2007, 19). On the other
hand, for populist left parties are often considered ‘democratic socialism’,
being located on the left of social democrats, rejecting capitalism and
demanding a transformation of the economy (March 2017). While the
former emphasise cultural issues and define the people in cultural, religious
or ethnic terms, the latter construct the people in socio-economic and inclu-
sionary terms (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012). We therefore expect that left-
wing populists are likely to criticise the economic agenda of right-wing
populists which neglect the poorer parts of society; while the populist
radical right primarily accuses their populist competitors of not taking a
tough stance on immigration.

Regarding the Italian M5S, predictions are more difficult, due to its eclec-
tic and flexible nature (Manucci and Amsler 2018; Mosca and Tronconi
2019). Yet, on the economic dimension, the party emphasises left-wing poli-
tics while not totally rejecting nativist content (Schworer 2016; Mosca and
Tronconi 2019). For example, the Chapel Hill Expert Survey classifies the
MS5S as the most leftist party in Italy — besides the far left ‘Sinistra Italiana’
- regarding its ideological stance on economic issues in 2019 (Seth et al.
2022). Accordingly, criticising the economic agenda of right-wing populists
may still be a feature of the M5S.

H3a/b: Left-wing populist actors (Podemos; M5S*; Linke) use ‘economic’
frames” to attack the populist competitor (a); while nativists (Vox; Lega;
AfD) use cultural frames.

The last hypothesis addresses the impact of the status as populist newcomer.
If one core discursive feature of populism is detaching political competitors
from the people and accusing them of bad intentions (Ernst et al. 2019), we
assume that this is easier to conduct for new populist challengers, which did
so far not collaborate with other parties. Portraying the populist newcomer
as corrupt and close to elites is more difficult to sell for established populist
actors, which further are expected to moderate their discourses as soon as
they are integrated into the system (Caiani and Graziano 2022). Established
parties might make use of an ‘anti-populism’ discourse (Stavrakakis 2014), a
rhetorical reaction according to which the populist competitors are por-
trayed as irresponsible, demagogical, immoral or irrational (Markou
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2021b) - accusations we rather expect to come from mainstream parties than
from populists. Schworer (2021) found, for instance, that the established
Forza Italia regularly labels the M5S ‘populist’. In this respect, we expect
that populist newcomers make use of the classical anti-elitist and people-
centred allegations framing the established populist actors as the political
establishment, while the latter does so less often and rather refers to anti-
populist rhetoric.

H4a/b: Populist newcomers accuse established populists of belonging to the
elite and ignoring the needs of the people (a); Established populists less fre-
quently accuse populist newcomer to be the establishment using anti-populist
rhetoric (b).

Research Design

Our case selection was meant to focus on positive cases according to our
research question (i.e. at least two populist parties) and allow for sufficient
variation on the dimensions we considered relevant for influencing the
way (e.g. positively or negatively) populists talk about other populist compe-
titors. Therefore, for the case selection, we first need countries in Europe
with at least two relevant populist parties in the same party system. Secondly,
while this is the case in several countries (particularly Eastern Europe), we
also need to select populist parties of different ‘age’ and different host-ideol-
ogies (i.e. socialists and nativists), as these two aspects are considered to have
impact on discourses about competitors. Finally, in order to make the con-
ditions stable (i.e. the formulae ceteris paribus) we preferred to limit our
investigation to a certain regional area (Western Europe), in order to
avoid too broad variations in terms of political and discursive opportunities
of the context (Caiani 2023). We further exclusively focus on countries where
populist parties have not been in government during the period of analysis
since incumbent status is expected to have a particular large impact on cam-
paigning towards political competitors (Akkerman, de Lange, and Rooduijn
2016; Fernandez-Garcia and Luengo 2020).> As a result of these theoretical
reflections, we choose populist parties in Italy, Germany and Spain, having
each both relevant left-wing and populist radical right parties according to
the Popu-list (Rooduijn et al. 2019): Lega and the economically left-wing
M5S in Italy; AfD and the Die Linke in Germany and Vox and Podemos
in Spain. Some country specificities have been also taken into account:
While the populist orientation of Berlusconi’s Forza Italia (FI) is less clear,
we further assess how FI talks about the M5S and vice versa.* While Brothers
of Ttaly is also sometimes considered as populist radical right party, during
the period of analysis (regarding the content analysis) it played a minor pol-
itical role achieving only 4 per cent of the votes in the 2018 general election.



CHALLENGERS OR THE ESTABLISHMENT? . 7

We select the first election campaign after the entry of the new populist
party in parliament (2018 for Italy; 2021 for Germany). In Spain, Vox was
not represented yet in the national parliament before the election from
April 2019 but entered the Andalusian parliament in December 2018 with
10.96 per cent and played a crucial role in the formation of the regional
centre-right government. In sum, all countries under analysis, are character-
ised by the presence of a populist party, which entered the national parlia-
ment years before the populist newcomer emerged while none of them
was in government, allowing to investigate the discursive reaction of old
vs. new populist actors. The case selection is summarised in Table 1.

We primarily focus on populist communication on social media (i.e.
Twitter) considering this arena as a most likely case of ‘negative’ communi-
cation and populist messages (Ernst et al. 2019). We analyse Tweets on
Twitter of parties and their leaders during national election campaigns
(2021 for Germany, 2019 for Spain and 2018 for Italy).” Unlike more insti-
tutional text sources like election manifestos, campaigning on Twitter is used
by populist parties to attack political competitors (Kramer 2017).°

Methodologically we use a partially computer-based content analysis.
First, a dictionary is created including keywords that might refer to the
respective competing populist party or their candidate (e.g. ‘M5S’, ‘Stelle’,
‘Maio’).” Through the advanced search tool from Twitter, we search for
Tweets containing at least one of the keywords. Second, the content of the
Tweets containing a keyword is analysed manually to trace the concrete
meaning and type of allegation (i.e. frame’). Both, the text of the Tweet as
well as attached visual images containing texts are considered. The Tweets
published by parties and leading candidates towards other populist actors
sum up to 1.620 Tweets.® Most of the categories that capture the content
of discourses are created inductively, since assumptions about the way

Table 1. Case selection.

Country Party Twitter ID Period
Lega @LegaSalvini
Italy Matteo Salvini @matteosalvinimi 3 September 2017 to 3 March 2018
Luigi di MaioM5S @luigidimaio@Mov5Stelle
Forza Italia @forza_italia
Silvio Berlusconi @berlusconi
Germany  Linke @dieLinke 25 March 2021
Susanne Hennig- @SusanneHennig 25 September 2021
Wellsow
Janine Wissler @Janine_Wissler
AfD @AfD
Jérg Meuthen @Joerg_Meuthen
Tino Chrupalla @Tino_Chrupalla
Spain Podemos @PODEMOS 27 October 2018 to 27 April 2019
Pablo Iglesias @Pablolglesias
Vox @vox_es

Santiago Abascal

@Santi_ABASCAL
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how populists talk about populists are lacking (category system is available in
the online appendix). We applied these categories (i.e. analytical guidelines/
codebook) to conduct the content analysis, focusing on: (a) The presence of
criticism regarding the character, aims and behaviour of the populist compe-
titor (e.g. by portraying it as corrupt and dishonest or by questioning its
competence); (b) negative evaluations of policy positions (e.g. economic
agendas); (c) classical populist allegations (Ernst et al. 2019) (i.e. belonging
to political elites; not acting in the people’s interests); (d) ‘anti-populist’ alle-
gations referring to criticism usually expected from the political establish-
ment, such as being rebellious and not behaving according to conventional
standards; (e) demonising claims labelling competitors as extremists,
violent, not democratic. The unit of measurement is the single Tweet,
while the unit of analysis is all Tweets containing a reference to the respective
populist competitor. Hence, the percentage of the respective categories illus-
trates their share on the total amount of Tweets towards a party.

For the sake of inter-coder reliability, we opted for Cohen’s Kappa. For
each ‘negative’ category, we selected a random number of coded Tweets as
well as a random sample of Tweets criticising the opponent but not accord-
ing to the same category. A second coder not involved in the project was
instructed to code the sample according to the same coding procedure. A
respective table with the reliability scores and percentage agreement can
be found in the Appendix. Regarding all categories inter-coder reliability
is at least substantially consistent (Landis and Koch 1977).

To enrich the data from our content analysis and to detect attitudes not
covered by official campaigning language, we further conduct 23 in-depth
interviews with party representatives (between September and November
2021). Interviews are meant not to generate representative data on populists’
attitudes, but to have a different access to populists’ perceptions of populist
competitors understanding and detecting further motivations, frames and
justifications. In line with existing approaches, we choose semi-structured
questionnaires instead of pre-defined responses allowing politicians to
express themselves and to minimise the voice of the researcher (Blee and
Taylor 2002; Salgado and Stanyer 2019). The whole questionnaire can be
found in the online appendix. We provide insights into the interviews
within the text of the analytical part that show similarities and differences
with the Twitter content. Yet, the tables and figures containing numeric
data are based on the content analysis from Twitter. The questionnaire
was administered online. Knowing that response rates are particularly low
among politicians (Cowley 2021) we contacted all MPs from the national
parliaments via email with a link to an online interview.” The interview
focuses on various questions aiming at detecting the MPs relationships
with politicians from the competing populist party and their opinion
towards it.'’
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Analysis

Looking at the actual saliency of attacks towards the populist competitor
(H1), Figure 1 shows the absolute number of references (party and leaders
together) to any of the four major competing parties (accumulated for
party and leaders). In Spain, the respective populist competitor is less fre-
quently attacked by Vox and Podemos than any other party, suggesting
that it is not perceived as the main opponent. Regarding Vox, it criticises
most often the PSOE, which received the highest vote share during the six
months prior to the election (on average 26.2 per cent)'' followed by the
second largest party, the PP (20.48 per cent) while references to Podemos
and Cs do not exactly match with the predicted votes (Podemos: 15.1 per
cent; Cs: 18 per cent). The later can be explained by the fact that the right-
wing Cs is ideologically closer to Vox than Podemos.

Ideology and electoral strength seem also to explain references to other
parties by Podemos. Despite the fact that the centre-left PSOE is the electo-
rally most successful party during the election campaign, Podemos primarily
attacks the centre-right PP. The argument that negative campaigning
towards potential coalition partners may be counterproductive is very

Ciudadanos
PP
IPSOE

vox- - -
| T T

M5S

Fl
EPD
Il Populist

: . :
0 50 100 150 200 250 300 0 100 200 300 400

a. Spain b. Italy

FDP
CDu/CsuU
ISPD
Il Greens
Il Populist
T

Linke

¢. Germany

Figure 1. Number of Tweets towards competing political parties.
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evident in the case of Podemos: already during the election campaign, its
leader expressed his intention to form a government with the PSOE."* The
fact that Cs is more often criticised than Vox but less frequently than the
PP can again be explained by the electoral performance of the three right-
wing parties (Vox: 8.7 per cent; Cs: 18 per cent; PP: 20.5 per cent).

Also in Ttaly, electoral strength of competitors and the ideological orien-
tation seem to determine how frequently opponents are referred to (H1la/b).
The Lega hardly talks about the centre-right ally Berlusconi and its party but
emphasises on campaigning against the centre-left PD. Despite scoring a bit
higher in the polls, the ideologically ambiguous M5S (27.7 per cent) is
slightly less often criticised than the PD (24.2 per cent) constituting Lega’s
traditional opponent on the left. Nevertheless, the findings clearly state
that the populist newcomer M5S is considered as a relevant political compe-
titor by the Lega. As expected, the M5S mostly attacks the electorally stron-
gest competitor PD (24.2 per cent) followed by the second strongest party FI
(15.5 per cent) while the Lega (14.3 per cent) is less mentioned. The particu-
lar small number of references to the Lega may further be explained by the
pure populist orientation of the M5S lacking a host ideology. Since it is pri-
marily populism what characterises the M5S - unlike in the case of Podemos,
Vox and Lega - it may consider the populist Lega as a potential ally for
coalitions — what actually became true after the election.

Compared to populist competition in Italy and Spain, German populist
parties and leaders hardly attack each other on Twitter. Together with the
FDP, Die Linke is hardly addressed by the AfD and its leaders followed by
the SPD, CDU/CSU and the Greens. Electoral success seems to account
for these frequencies since the FDP (11.5 per cent) and Die Linke (7 per
cent) scored lowest in the polls over the six months while the SPD (17.7
per cent) and particularly the CDU/CSU (25.6 per cent) were predicted
larger vote shares. Only the fact that the AfD attacks the Greens more
often than the CDU/CSU, despite lower vote shares (20.5 per cent),
cannot be explained by electoral success but by the large ideological distance
between the AfD and the Greens.

Also in line with the electoral success hypothesis, Die Linke less frequently
refers to the AfD (10.8 per cent) and FDP (11.6 per cent) while SPD (17.7 per
cent) and CDU/CSU (25.6 per cent) are more often addressed. That the
Greens are less frequently referred to than the SPD (despite higher vote
shares, 20.4 per cent) is not fully in line with our expectation.

Figure 2 confirms that electoral success plays a crucial role determining
the frequency of references to other parties. The scatterplot shows a strong
and positive correlation between populist radical right (r=0.87; p <.001)
and left parties’ (r=0.78; p <.01) references to competing parties and the
latter’s vote shares according to the average poll scores. We cannot
observe similar correlations regarding the ideological orientation of parties.
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Figure 2. Frequency of references and vote shares of competitors (cross-national scat-
terplots). Note. Frequency of references is calculated as the share of Tweets about a
respective party on the total share of references to other parties. Vote shares are calcu-
lated as the average of all polls published during the election campaign (data from
Politico).

Using CHES data regarding the overall ideological left-right orientation
(Irgen), we see an even negative correlation for left populists.'> That
means that electoral success of parties primarily determines populist
parties’ main competitor. But as mentioned above, exceptions can be
explained by ideological difference or closeness.

But how do populist parties talk about other populists? While we assumed
that negative references prevail, we also considered that ideological proxi-
mity leads to sporadic positive framing of the other (H2). Figure 3 shows
the percentages of positive and negative evaluations of the populist compe-
titor. The figure shows little variation. Unsurprisingly, negative references
are dominating and account for 90-100 per cent of references towards the
populist competitor. Positive framings are very exceptional and can only
be observed among the Lega (1.6 per cent of all Tweets talking about the
M5S) and the AfD (9.1 per cent of its Tweets towards Die Linke).'* The posi-
tive references should not be understood as a general agreement with pos-
itions of the competitor but rather acknowledge its popularity (e.g. Lega
(13/1/2018): ‘Di Maio and Salvini preferred leaders of Italians’) or consider
potential collaboration (Lega (30/10/2017): ‘without winners I could call
Grillo’). Based on CHES data on overall ideological orientation (‘LRGEN’),
Podemos and Vox as well as Die Linke and the AfD are equally distant
(7.8 points) while Lega and M5S are ideologically much closer (4.01
points). The same accounts for standpoints towards European integration
(‘EU_POSITION’)."

While the behaviour of the Lega can therefore be explained by issue over-
laps and ideological closeness to the M5S, positive references from the AfD
towards Die Linke appear surprising.

The respective AfD Tweet (18 May 2021) quotes a Facebook post from a
local branch of Die Linke (Osnabriick Land), which makes immigration from
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Figure 3. Negative and positive references to populist competitors. Note: Share of nega-
tive (=) and positive (+) references to the competing party on the total amount of
Tweets towards the populist competitor. Neutral stances are not illustrated (e.g. men-
tioning poll results without further commenting).

‘Islamic countries’ responsible for anti-Semitism in Germany, commenting
with the words ‘Refreshingly honest, dear Linke’. A positive attitude
towards the more nativist part of Die Linke among Sahra Wagenknecht
and Oskar Lafontaine also became evident in an interview with an AfD
deputy (ID 12) who complained about the supposed ‘dismantling’ of Wagen-
knecht and Lafontaine by the party. Also, other respondents (ID14) express
sympathy towards Wagenknecht: ‘She understood that solidarity has limits’.
In this sense, the positive reference towards Die Linke can indeed be
explained by an issue overlap regarding anti-immigration positions, but
only concerning a minority within the left party. Several respondents
further emphasised positively the foreign policy positions of Die Linke
regarding NATO and Russia (ID12).

In contrast, the two Spanish populist parties coincide in expressing that
they have nothing in common with their counterparts, emphasising in
both cases their ideological distance. As a Vox deputy explains in the inter-
view (ID 17), Vox ‘is absolutely different from Podemos in its ideological dis-
course’. In the case of Podemos, in addition to pointing out the ideological
differences in economic, sociocultural and territorial matters, a respondent
further rejects the ‘unrepentant anti-Europeanism’ of Vox (ID 8). Ideological
closeness and similar positions on salient issues therefore seem to be necess-
ary factors for a less hostile relationship between populist parties while ideo-
logical distance increases hostility (confirming H2). Being populist as such
does not lead to positive forms of engagement.
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Moving on with negative references among populists, we look whether
ideological orientations further determine specific forms of content-related
critiques (e.g. socio-economic vs. cultural framing; H3). As illustrated in
Table 2, Podemos is the only party regularly criticising its far-right populist
competitor of anti-social politics on Twitter. Also in the interviews,
Podemos’ deputies warn against Vox’s agenda which aims to privatise
public services and dismantle the welfare state for the benefit of ‘the
richest and the oligopolies’. Occasionally also the M5S raises similar alle-
gations, however only towards the centre-right FI. Yet, M5S’ respondents
emphasised their opposition to right-wing social and tax policies of the
Lega (ID8; IDI11; ID15) and ‘unregulated liberalism’ (ID11). Die Linke
does not use any of these critiques, only attributing an extremist and racist
character to the AfD. However, responses from the online survey show
that deputies from Die Linke indeed mention the supposed anti-social
agenda of the AfD (as ‘neoliberal’ ID4; ID11), together with the anti-demo-
cratic, racist and fascist character of the party which is highlighted in more
detail and more frequently.

While also the FI sometimes accuses the M5S of anti-social ideas (e.g. cuts
in pensions), it primarily criticises its pro-welfare agenda. In this respect, FI
and Berlusconi is almost the only actor attacking a supposed left-economic
agenda on Twitter (although a Lega MP criticised the ‘welfarism’ (‘assistenzia-
lismo’) of the M5S and its ‘Citizens’ income’ in the interview; ID4). Rather sur-
prisingly, the pro-marked oriented AfD also accuses Die Linke of anti-social
policies (i.e. ‘contributing to the economic decline of the eastern part and of
doing politics against workers’). Yet, in the interviews, the welfare agenda is
criticised. One deputy (ID13) explains that Die Linke ‘makes politics for
people who do not want to work’.'® AfD politicians further accuse the party
of ‘nationalisation, little business sense, permanent criticism of industrious
people’ (ID18) and expect ‘tax increases and regulatory frenzy’ (ID14) once
the party gains power. Although not of the party’s main argument, Vox also
harshly attacks Podemos’ economic interventionism, which will provoke,

Table 2. Content-related accusations.

Party Versus Are anti-social Are pro-welfare Are not nativist
Lega M5S 0.27 per cent (1) 0.27 per cent (1) 10.67 per cent (40)
FI M5S 3.65 per cent (8) 31.51 per cent (69) 0.46 per cent (1)
M5S Lega 0 0 3.57 per cent (1)
M5S FI 5.88 per cent (3) 0 1.96 per cent (1)
Podemos Vox 17.24 per cent (10) 0 0
Vox Podemos 0 0 4.82 per cent (4)
Linke AfD 0 0 0
AfD Linke 18.18 per cent (2) 0 27.27 per cent (3)

Note. Share of content on the total amount of Tweets towards the respective party (accumulated for
party and its leader). Numbers in bracket reflect the number of Tweets classified according to the
respective category.
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according to a MP (ID17), ‘an unprecedented economic crisis and the flight of
international capital from Spain’.

We further confirm populist radical right parties’ emphasis on nativist
allegations (i.e. not being nativist enough), which is also highlighted in
several interviews with far-right MPs from all parties. A Lega MP (ID4) cri-
ticised the uncritical position of the M5S towards immigration of ‘illegals’
and an AfD politician accuses Die Linke of pursuing ‘mass immigration of
Muslims, who should dutifully and gratefully vote for the left’ (ID18, also 12).

Hence, confirming H3, the host ideology plays a crucial role influencing
the types of critique towards populist competitors — even though charac-
ter-based allegations are more important (as we will see below). Interestingly,
Vox does not criticise Podemos’ stances on the immigration issue but its pro-
feminist agenda and its supposed support for separatist movements (in 4.82
per cent of all Tweets towards the party) what is also confirmed by the inter-
views. This shows the particular character of Vox compared to other populist
radical right parties, which emphasises anti-feminist, strongly traditionalist
and centralist discourses (Ferreira 2019).

We further assume that populist newcomers talk differently about estab-
lished populists than the latter about new populist challengers. The picture
emerging from Figure 4 - showing the frequency of each party discourse,

50
mClose to elites

Against people/nation
40 Anti-populism
30
20
10 I
0 - |

Legavs. M5S  Flvs.M5S  M5Svs.Lega M5Svs. FI Podemos vs. Vox Vox vs. Podemos
a. Italy b. Spain
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AfD vs. Linke Linke vs. AfD

c¢. Germany

Figure 4. Populist and anti-populist discourses about populist competitors.
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on the total number of Tweets referring to the competing party - is a bit
more complex. For the Italian case, the hypothesis can be confirmed. It is
mostly the M5S accusing the Lega and FI of belonging to the establishment
or having relationships with any kind of elites (mostly political but also econ-
omic). This further becomes evident in the interviews, as some M5S deputy
expects ‘policies that serve powerful groups at the expense of the citizens’
once the Lega becomes part of the government (ID8, also ID 15, 11).

Also the Lega as established populist actors sometimes places the M5S
close to elites but much less frequently than the M5S (12 per cent vs. 46
per cent). Furthermore, neither the Lega nor FI frequently questions that
the M5S acts in the people’s interests while the M5S is doing so regularly.
The FI - and to a lower extent also the Lega — sometimes makes use of
anti-populist discourses accusing the M5S of being a protest party, ‘rebels’
or of insulting politicians. Yet, the anti-populist category is restricted in
being used only by established populists in Italy.

Among the Spanish parties, we see a reverse picture. While Podemos can
be considered the more established populist party (participating in national
elections for the third times in 2019) - it attacks Vox with more populist
accusations than vice versa. Almost every second Tweet about Vox portrays
the party as close to elites — more specifically as being ‘a copy’ of the centre-
right PP. A very considerable number of Tweets towards Vox (22.4 per cent)
further detaches it from parts of the people for instance by claiming that it
ignores the needs of the poor. Within our sample, Podemos is the only estab-
lished populist party that accuses the populist newcomer of acting against the
people. However, the fact that Vox is a right-wing split from the centre-right
PP may facilitate portraying the former as close to the political establishment,
as one interviewee suggests (ID8). Vox as populist newcomer hardly portrays
Podemos as elitist but denies that it acts in the people’s or nation’s - interest
(serving the ‘villa bourgeoisie’, ID21).

In Germany, we are confronted with less references to populist competi-
tors in general. Among them, only one attaches the competitor to the estab-
lishment while detaching it from the people. This narrative is more nuanced
in the interviews. Several Linke MPs (ID4; ID9; ID11; ID12) reject the claim
that the AfD represents the will of the people by stating that ‘their contents
are contrary to the will of the “common” people’ (ID9). One AfD deputy
(ID18) even acknowledges that die Linke ‘want to get something out for
the poor and Hartz IV recipients. Unfortunately [...] the figureheads are
interested in keeping their posts” (see also ID 12).

Table 3 summarises the findings from Figure 4. In sum, our fourth hypoth-
esis is only fully confirmed for Italy - where the gap between established and
new populists is perhaps most evident — while we observe exactly the opposite
in Spain. In Germany, populist attributions do not seem to play a relevant role
for both, new and more established populist actors.
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Table 3. Summary of (anti-)populist discourses against competitors.

Established/  Allegation: Close to  Allegation: Far from Anti-populist
Actor new elite people allegation
Lega/Salvini Established + - +
FI/Berlusconi Established — — ++
Linke/leaders Established + + —
Podemos/ Established* +++ ++ -
Iglesias
M5S/Di Maio New +++ + _
Vox/Abascal New + ++ —
AfD/leaders New + + —

Note: - does not occur, + hardly/occasionally occurs, ++ occurs frequently, +++ dominant discourse.
*While Podemos still is a young party it is the more established one compared to Vox having success-
fully participated at four national elections.

As mentioned above, a distinction can be made between content-related
(e.g. economic agendas) and non-content-related critiques, focusing on the
character or behaviour. Regarding the latter, our analysis identifies several
subcategories. Figure 5 shows the percentage of non-content-related tweets
classified according to one of these codes (party and leader together). As
seen, populists mostly attribute a malicious character to their competitor
framing it as immoral, criminal, violent, extremist and acting against the
national/people’s interests (‘demonising’ discourses questioning the legiti-
macy of others (Van Heerden 2014)). Except FI in Italy, this is the dominat-
ing category. Die Linke attributes a malicious character to the AfD in all
respective non-content-related Tweets (e.g. extremist and/or racist). Also
the AfD portrays Die Linke as close to extremism even as close to Islamic
terrorists. Also, the interviews revealed an emphasis on character-based
accusations. All respondents from Die Linke for instance, emphasise an

Only protest
Irresponsible/not credible
Il Incompetent
[l Malicious characier

Fl vs. M5S

Lega vs. M5S
M5S vs. Fl

M5S vs. Lega
Vox vs. Podemos
Podemos vs. Vox
AfD vs. Linke

Linke vs. AfD

Figure 5. Non-content-related forms of critique.
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extremist, fascist and anti-democratic orientation of the AfD and most of
them actually seem to struggle with this emotionally. After describing how
AfD politicians started a hate campaign against a MP from the centre-
right CDU, one deputy (ID12) adds: ‘It has been so unbearable at times
that I get physically sick and have to leave the debate room - and that is lit-
erally. (...) I feel quite often transported back to the 30s ... and I ask myself
whether our democracy is really militant enough’. On the other hand, MPs
from the AfD highlight the ties and ideological closeness of Die Linke to the
former GDR state party SED and a supposed anti-democratic, authoritarian,
extremist and violent character (e.g. ID 12, ID14, ID13).

Interestingly, also some interview partners of the M5S demonised the
Lega as racist (ID8). These demonising discourses are also the most frequent
attacks in the Spanish interviews. Vox is for instance described by a Podemos
MP as ‘ultra, radical, inhuman, racist, facha’ (ID 9).

For the established Lega and FI, other allegations than demonisation
occur equally frequent. Both actors claim that the populist newcomer is
incompetent or not able to govern due to a lack of experience or because
its politicians supposedly never achieved anything in their lives. This dis-
course ((in)ability to govern) is hardly present in Germany and Spain. In
sum, it is again established populists in Italy that show a different behaviour
hardly using the demonisation frame (malicious character) compared to
established populists in Germany and Spain.

Last, Figure 6 builds on the above-mentioned distinction between
content-related (positions) and non-content-related critiques (attributing a
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Figure 6. Content-related Tweets versus character-based messages. Note. Share of
content- and character-based critique on the total amount of Tweets towards the
respective party (accumulated for party and its leader).
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negative character or behaviour). The figure shows the share of content- and
character-based critiques against the populist competitor on the total
amount of Tweets towards it. We see that almost all populists emphasise
on attacks on the character/behaviour of their populist competitors. The
only exception is FI in Italy communicating content-related critiques. In
line with the previous findings, this might indicate that parties’ age and gov-
ernment experience indeed matter. FI is one of the oldest parties in Italy
emerging in the early 1990s meaning that a moderation effect might have
tamed and ‘mainstreamed’ the party. The so-called inclusion-moderation
thesis assumes that populist parties tame their positions and discourses
when they establish themselves in the party system, especially through gov-
ernment participation (Akkerman, de Lange, and Rooduijn 2016; Schworer
2022). While one might argue that the Lega is even older than the FI and par-
ticipated in several governments, the former experienced a major transform-
ation in 2014 from a regionalist to a populist radical right party under Salvini
(Albertazzi et al. 2018). But still, also the Lega is less engaged on character-
based critique than other populist parties.

Thus, the emergence of a second populist actor might not necessarily lead
to more ‘established’ discourses among the “first’ populist party, if the later did
not participate in national governments or still considers itself as political out-
sider. This might further depend on the degree of institutionalisation and the
number of years acting in the party system. While Podemos and Die Linke
have been the ‘first’ populist actors in their countries, the parties are still
younger in terms of years compared to the Italian FI and - at the time of
the Twitter analysis — the parties had no experience in national government.

Discussion

This study aimed at analysing the discursive behaviour and attitudes of
populists towards each other, a quite neglected issue in populism studies.
To guide our analysis, we built on assumptions from a variety of literature,
such as negative campaigning, populist communication and inclusion-mod-
eration effects. First, the electoral success of competing populist parties seems
to influence how frequently populist actors talk about each other. If compet-
ing populists are electorally successful, they are more frequently attacked.
While ideological distance might play a role under certain conditions, the
electoral performance emerged as a key factor determining the quantity of
references towards competitors.

We identified rejection as the main pattern of how populists talk about
each other. Populist parties do not ally discursively in their fight against the
establishment but consider themselves as enemies. Being populist does not
provide a sufficient ideological fundament for cooperation - only if populists
agree on certain issues or are ideologically close on the cultural or economic
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dimension positive references can occur. As the Italian case shows, long-
established populist actors may behave more like the mainstream (Albertazzi
and Vampa 2021) by using anti-populist accusations (Stavrakakis 2014) if
they count on government experience and are established forces for decades.

In terms of content, confirming our expectations, the populist radical
right complains about multicultural positions of left-wing parties while the
later criticises the right-wing economic agenda of the former. While that
highlights the role of host-ideologies, these content-related discourses are
not particularly salient. The dominating framing is the ‘demonising’ dis-
course, especially among those parties that are more ideologically distanced
from each other (Podemos and Vox; AfD and Die Linke) - reinforcing the
role of host ideologies. This leads radical right and left-wing populist
parties to emphasise the supposed ideological extremism of the populist
opponent, considering it as an anti-democratic evil to be fought: a “fascist’
or ‘Nazi’ threat for the populist left, and a ‘communist’ or ‘violent left-
wing extremist’ threat for right-wing populists. This ‘ideological’ demonisa-
tion makes it difficult for a common populist agenda to exist — with the
exception of the ideologically less divided temporary coalition between
Lega and M5S. Thus, while anti-elitist accusations may play a less relevant
role for more institutionalised populist parties, the moralistic and Mani-
chean nature of populist discourse, as well as the host-ideology, facilitate
demonisation of the opponent in ideological terms.

The only cases behaving in an ‘unpopulist’ way accusing the populist com-
petitor of being ‘rebellious’ and ‘incompetent’ are Forza Italia and - to a
lesser extent — the Lega. Furthermore, it is only FI emphasising critique on
policies instead of the character of populist opponents. As already indicated,
the degree of institutionalisation seems a reasonable explanation (‘age’ and
government experience) in line with studies on inclusion-moderation
effects (Akkerman, de Lange, and Rooduijn 2016). Time (including govern-
ment participation) and learning processes of political actors might therefore
be a decisive — and often neglected - variable determining the behaviour of
populist actors (e.g. De Lange and Art, 2011; Gillan and Edwards, 2020;
Weber 2017). In this context, we should take into consideration that
especially populist parties in Italy are the actual mainstream and positively
integrated into the political system (Zulianello 2020). Speaking with
Vampa and Albertazzi (2021), Forza Italia and the Lega are a clear case of
established populism unlike populist parties in Germany (especially the
AfD), which are still challengers due to their exclusion from executive
power or negative integration into the system (Zulianello 2020).

In sum, we found different factors (electoral success/ideology) influencing
how populists talk about each other and that the expected dynamic between
established and ‘new’ populist parties (‘inclusion’) is mostly found in Italy
where the established populists are indeed the oldest and most integrated
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parties with substantial government experience. Populist parties may not
change their behaviour immediately after gaining seats. Instead, moderation
is a longer-term process. Future research might focus on populist parties’
discursive strategy towards different ideological actors like conservative,
social democratic, liberal and green parties.

Notes

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

Euroscepticism is not per definition inherent to populism in Europe but often
a consequence of its anti-elitism and emphasis on national sovereignty (radical
right) and rejection of neoliberal globalisation (far left) (Pirro, Taggart, and
van Kessel 2018; Plaza-Colodro, Gomez-Reino, and Marcos-Marne 2018).
Borrowed by social movement studies, ‘frames’ refer to the cognitive schemes
used by political entrepreneurs to interpret and give meaning to the social and
political reality (for an application to populism: Caiani and della Porta 2011).
It is also worth noticing that our mixed method approach including qualitative
data collection required a good language knowledge of our cases.

Forza Italia is considered ‘populist’ in Van Kessel (2015) but not in Norris and
Inglehart (2019). Brothers of Italy is considered populist in Norris and Ingle-
hart (2019) but not in Van Kessel (2015). How Lega talks about FI is not
assessed since they form electoral alliances before the respective elections.
To collect a substantial number of Tweets, six months before the last national
election are considered.

Social media can create protected spaces for political actors, which are less
hesitant to criticise political competitors (ibid.).

Based on Schworer (2021) and developed further (see Appendix).

AfD and Die Linke are led by a dual leadership. We analyse both of the party
leaders.

In particular, for Italy we contacted senators and regional deputies. For both
Lega and M5S, we contacted deputies from Lombardy, Latium, Campania
and Sicily and for the Lega additional politicians from Emilia-Romagna,
Tuscany, Piedmont, Apulia and Calabria. For Spain, regional deputies in
Valencia, Madrid, Murcia and Asturias were invited to participate in the
survey. From the AfD, we contacted MPs from the 2017-21 and 2021-25 leg-
islature. Unsurprisingly, the response rate was low — except deputies from Die
Linke in Germany.

We received four responses from the AfD, seven from Die Linke, four
responses from Vox, two from Podemos, two from the Lega and four from
the M5S. Further information can be found in the online appendix. The multi-
lingual questionnaires and the (anonymised) responses are available from the
author upon request.

According to data from Politico: https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/
spain/.
https://www.lasexta.com/noticias/nacional/elecciones-generales/iglesias-pide-
a-sanchez-un-gobierno-en-coalicion-tras-el-28a-sea-cual-sea-la-diferencia-de-
escanos-video_201904025ca3af130cf2eaaa4d02e30b.html.

(r =—0.49), which is not significant (p >.05).

However, this equals only one Tweet since the AfD hardly talks about Die
Linke.


https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/spain/
https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/spain/
https://www.lasexta.com/noticias/nacional/elecciones-generales/iglesias-pide-a-sanchez-un-gobierno-en-coalicion-tras-el-28a-sea-cual-sea-la-diferencia-de-escanos-video_201904025ca3af130cf2eaaa4d02e30b.html
https://www.lasexta.com/noticias/nacional/elecciones-generales/iglesias-pide-a-sanchez-un-gobierno-en-coalicion-tras-el-28a-sea-cual-sea-la-diferencia-de-escanos-video_201904025ca3af130cf2eaaa4d02e30b.html
https://www.lasexta.com/noticias/nacional/elecciones-generales/iglesias-pide-a-sanchez-un-gobierno-en-coalicion-tras-el-28a-sea-cual-sea-la-diferencia-de-escanos-video_201904025ca3af130cf2eaaa4d02e30b.html
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15. On the 1-7 scale, Lega and M5S have the most equal position in this respect
(distance of 1.68 points) while AfD and Linke (2.81) as well as Vox and
Podemos (distance of 3.58 points) are more divided on the issue.

16. All surveys including the responses are available on request.
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