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SUMMARY

In March 2020, the World Health Organization officially declared the outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic, an event that impacted every aspect and sphere of society. The political
landscape has been central especially because its management was determined at the political
level via local, national and supranational authorities. Politics was involved in the pandemic
at every stage since the acknowledgement of its outbreak. This thesis will focus on the
political dimension of the pandemic during the first wave in the European Union.
Specifically, it will look at how populist parties in the opposition interpreted the pandemic
and which arguments they used to counter the anti-Covid measures implemented by the
national governments in order to gain public support. The main aim of this thesis is to
determine how populist parties framed the pandemic in the EU and assess whether they
predominantly used cultural, economic or political frames. This thesis will focus on two case
studies — Italy and the Netherlands — which have been chosen mainly due to their different
development of the pandemic. Two populist parties per country have been chosen: the Lega
and Fratelli d’Italia for Italy, and Partij Voor Vrijheid and Forum voor Democraties for the
Netherlands. The analysis consisted in a case-by-case analysis which has been conducted
according to common themes on which then the cases have been compared. Overall, this
study established the predominant use of cultural frames in both countries. This entails that
during the first wave populist parties in Italy and the Netherlands framed the governmental
response to the pandemic by leveraging on cultural values such as civil rights, traditional

customs and societal values.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

The outbreak of a pandemic has been a hot topic among scholars for several years. Rumours
and predictions became reality on March 11th, 2020 when the World Health Organization
(WHO) officially declared the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic (WHO, 2020). The
SARS-Cov-2 virus causing Covid-19 almost certainly originated in Wuhan by the end of
December 2019 and rapidly spread first in Thailand and then in the rest of the world (Bassan,
n.d.)

The pandemic brought crises all over the world, not only sanitary but also political, economic
and social ones. The political response to Covid-19 varied across the countries with some
governments implementing harder measures than others. Especially in the European Union,
the majority of the governments adopted a crisis attitude and implemented restrictive
measures (Mudde, 2020). The pandemic put every government under the spotlight and as
such these were constantly analyzed and consequently criticized or praised. Every
government had to deal with an unprecedented crisis and it had to do it at best in order to not
endanger the population. Crises are central in populist agenda and thus the pandemic gave
populist parties a chance to present themselves as the representors and defenders of the
people (Vieten, 2020). Moreover, the novelty of the phenomenon allowed populist politicians
to create and shape the public's opinion of what the pandemic was and whether the
governments were tackling it correctly or not. However, this task has been challenging also
for populist parties which had to renovate their agenda and exploit the crisis in their favour.
Populist response to the pandemic has not been homogenous — this depended mainly on
whether they were in power or in the opposition (Mudde, 2020). The majority of governing
populist parties tended to exaggerate or at least interpret the pandemic as a serious crisis, such
as Conte in Italy, Orban in Hungary or Morawiecki in Poland (Meyer, 2020). On the other
hand, parties in the opposition were characterized by adopting an anti-governmental position

aimed at challenging the establishment (Brubaker, 2020).

Given that the main aim of populists in opposition is to challenge the political class, they
adopted the opposite stand and strived to counter the decisions of the governements. This
entailed a rapid change in agendas and attitudes. (Vieten, 2020) Most of populist parties in

Europe were the first to ask for restrictive measures such as the imposition of a ban on flights



from China, quarantines and later a lockdown (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). However, when
the governments started implementing hard measures, populist parties stepped back and
downplayed the crisis (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). According to Brubaker, the pandemic
changed traditional populism as most of populist parties adopted an anti-crisis attitude and
accused the governments of exaggerating the crisis (2020). This behavior is quite unnatural to
populists as they usually tend to exploit crises in order to use uncertainty and turmoil in their
favour. In this way European populist parties have created a pandemic agenda centered
around countering the political decisions in order to appeal to a preoccupied and exhausted
crowd (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). This entailed creating and shaping the public's
understanding of the pandemic and of its management. This thesis strives to investigate the
influence of populism on the framing of the pandemic but addressing the question: “What is
the impact of populist parties in the framing of the EU pandemic?. However, since this thesis
will specifically analyze how populist parties constructed the discourse surrounding the
pandemic, this thesis will answer the question: How did populist parties frame the pandemic

in the European Union?.

1.2 Theoretical & Social Relevance

This topic is undoubtedly relevant both scientifically and socially. This study would add to
the academic debates dealing with pandemics and populism. The body of work on this topic
is still very scarce given that pandemics are not common phenomena and it is difficult to
assess populist behavior in an imaginary scenario. In fact, one may think the populist parties
would have exaggerated this crisis, yet most scholars stress the opposite (Brubaker, 2020;
Vieten, 2020; Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic opened
the research in this topic and now it is starting to take off. This thesis would contribute in this
field by presenting an empirical study on how the pandemic has been framed by populist
parties in EU countries during the first wave. This study may serve as a starting point for
further research. In fact, this research will focus on two countries: Italy and the Netherlands.
Overall, this thesis will contribute to academia by starting a study which can be easily

expanded both in space and in time in order to look at how the pandemic has been framed.

Moreover, establishing how populist parties framed the pandemic is also extremely relevant
at a social level. The pandemic brought also chaos, fears and uncertainties shared by the
majority of the people. Especially during the first wave, the population became vulnerable

and seeked reassurance and explanations (Krastev & Leonards, 2020). Populists saw this



moment as a chance to gain public support and extend their electorate. Hence, they exploited
and leveraged on people’s fears and uncertainties to influence their interpretation of the
pandemic. From the beginning, they adopted an anti-governmental stand and criticized the
measures by referring to common values and ideas (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). This study is
socially relevant because it might shed light on how populist parties have influenced the
public's opinion of the pandemic. Indeed, assessing how the pandemic was framed might lead
the reader to learn about populists’ approach to the pandemic and reflect on whether they

have been influenced by populist arguments.

1.3 Thesis structure

By researching: “ How did populist parties frame the pandemic in the European Union?”, this
thesis will comprehend different chapters. The literature review will delve into the academic
debates on framing, populism and pandemic. It will present what is meant with framing and
how it is used in public policy, it will present populism in its definition and key features, and
lastly it will introduce pandemics and their social and political dimensions. The theoretical
framework will present the definitions of populism and framing employed in this thesis.
Moreover, this chapter will show how these three topics are interrelated in this specific
moment in history. The research design will guide the reader on how this study is structured
and how it came together. It will present the criteria leading to the choice of Italy and the
Netherlands as case studies, it will assess the criteria to identify the populist parties to be
analyzed and it will explain the main methods employed to conduct this research. Thereafter,
the empirical part of this study will start. There will be two chapters each conducting a
case-by-case analysis, one on Italy and the other on the Netherlands. These two chapters will
outline the populist approach to the pandemic and it will present examples on how they used
cultural, economic or political frames to construct an interpretation of the pandemic
management. The findings of these analyses will be compared and discussed in an additional
chapter, which will lead to assessing the impact of populist parties on the framing of the
pandemic and it will determine how it was framed. Finally, this thesis will be concluded by

presenting the main findings and inviting further research.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This section will present a review of the existing literature dealing with the most relevant
topics tackled in this thesis. Given the research question How did populist parties frame the
pandemic in the European Union?, it is pivotal to research into the topics of framing and
populism. These two are extremely interdependent in the context of this thesis. In the first
paragraph, the social-constructivist concept of framing will be tackled by looking at its
definition and what it entails. Specifically, first, there will be a general explanation of the
theory and then this will be applied to the case of public policy. Second, there will be an
explanation of the notion of populism by looking at its definition and its main features. This
will be done by taking into consideration the works of key scholars in the field — mainly
Taggart, Mudde and Zaslove. The third paragraph will deal with pandemics. Specifically, it
will outline what is meant with pandemics and it will discuss their political and social

character.

2.2 Framing
Constructivism assumes that the world is a socially constructed reality (Bekkers et al, 2018).

Individuals constantly engage in a sense-making process aimed at creating a shared
awareness about the world (Bekkers et al, 2018). This is interpreted and shaped by
interactions, values and experiences. There are two concepts which are needed to be
explained in order to understand the constructivist perspective of the world: framing and the

appreciative system.

Framing refers to ‘a way of selecting, organizing, interpreting and making sense of complex
reality to provide guideposts for knowing, analyzing, persuading and acting’ (Rein & Schon,
1993, p. 146). Framing is at the center of social-constructivism and it is generally considered
as the sense-making process per se. According to Bekker et al., framing leads to the creation
of an interpretative context in which information, knowledge, beliefs and experiences gets a
specific meaning (2018). Hence, the world is considered to be a product of people’s
experiences and knowledge. Everything is interpreted and shaped by the constant process of
interaction between people and their values, experiences and knowledge (Bekker et al.,
2018). The process of framing relies on an appreciative system which refers to the set of

norms and values on which the frame is created (Rein & Schon, 1993). Simply put, the



appreciative system is the ground upon which individuals make sense of the world and
interpret reality. It is important to note that the appreciative system varies across population,
countries, social category and so on, and thus the appreciative system shapes the meaning of
a reality based on who it pertains to. Indeed, a system needs to be shared in order to ease

communication and mediation, and ultimately create meaning (Rein & Schon, 1993).

2.2.1 Policy Framing

Public policy is an example of how framing works. Through the use of language, symbols,
and values, policymakers construct frames that allow the creation of shared understandings
(Bekkers et al, 2018). In public policy, framing is employed to give meaning to specific
policy challenges. Hence, it is used to construct public understanding and interpretation of

policy issues by leveraging context-specific beliefs, ideas, and experiences (Bekkers et al,

2018).

There is a shared agreement among constructivists that public policy is shaped by policy
frames but especially that the latter is aimed at influencing public opinion. Davitier (2007)
further delves in this study by looking at how public opinion and political representation
shape the agenda setting in the European Union (2007). According to Davitier, every aspect
of policy making is constructed. The author argues that politicians engage in a constant
framing and re-framing process aimed at highlighting policy issues that could benefit their
voting turnouts (Davitier, 2007). Populist politicians strategically modify and manipulate the
perception of phenomena in order to increase their support. For example, this manipulation of

frames may lead to collaborations and new coalitions (Davitier, 2007).

2.2.1.1 Perspectives

This process is seen differently within the social constructivist perspective as for some it is
more relevant than for others. There are mainly three perspectives: epistemic communities
approach, critical frame reflection, and discourse coalition framework (DCF). First, the
epistemic community stresses the influential role of experts in the policy process as they are
considered accredited consultants (Hajer, 1993) . Second, critical frame reflection, instead of
stressing the sense-making process, highlights the importance of the process of reflection
(Hajer, 1993). In other words, this entails an evaluation of the consistency of the frames and
of their relation with other frames, as this process of reflection is highly dependent on

interaction, empathy, self awareness, willingness and trust. Third, the discourse coalition
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framework stresses the pivotal role of discourses in the policy process (Hajer, 1993). A
discourse consists in the underlying system of values and beliefs. As a consequence,
discourses are more difficult to change and may count on the sustain of those people who

recognize their own values in the values of that specific discourse (Hajer, 1993).

2.2.1.2 Types of frames

Although framing is usually described as an unconscious process undertaken by individuals
to make sense of the world, Helbling et al. contextualize this process within policy making as
a more conscious and orchestrated process (2010). According to Helbling et al., framing
consists in defining a phenomena by emphasizing the aspects that are more appealing in order
to shape public perception in their intended way (2010). The frames presented to justify their
position are divided mainly in three categories: cultural, economic and other utilitarian
frames. Cultural-symbolic frames refer to common identities, nationalities, and values and are
usually used in order to foster conservative policies aimed at preserving traditions (Helbling
et al., 2010). For example, cultural frames consist in stressing cultural superiority or stressing
shared values such as civil rights, cultural notions or political social norms and customs.
Economic frames are mainly employed for their threatening power and call for preservation
of prosperity (Helbling et al., 2010). These refer to fear of unemployment, money loss, and
financial implications of policies or treaties. Finally, utilitarian frames mainly refer to
political frames and are used to evaluate the working of the political class. For example, they

mainly refer to the efficiency and efficacy of the government (Helbling et al., 2010).

These frames are used by politicians in order to construct a reality that encompasses the
interest of as many voters as possible. Therefore, there is a constant competition between
parties seeking to create the most appealing frame. Chong and Druckman’s study shows that
a frame 1s stronger when it is presented by accredited sources, reflects consensus and does not
challenge established beliefs (2007). Moreover, the scholars stress the relevance of the degree
of exposure of a frame, they argue that the more an individual is confronted and acquainted
with a frame, the more this individual will recognize himself in it — no matter if it is not the

most similar to him (Chong & Druckman, 2007).

2.3 Populism
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Being a crucial topic in the political landscape, scholars have dedicated a conspicuous body
of literature to its definition, its main features, its effects, and many other aspects. However,
there still is not a shared definition of what it is and how it should be interpreted. Different
scholars have presented their definition and have outlined what its main features are. This
paragraph will present some of these definitions and descriptions in order to provide the

reader with an overview on the academic debate surrounding populism.

2.3.1 Definition

There are mainly three definitions of populism within academia. Mudde defines it as a thin
centred ideology lacking core values and as such it has to be coupled with other ideologies
such as socialism or fascism (Mudde, 2004). Taggart agrees on the populist’s lack of values
but rejects its ideological nature and defines it as a feature of representative politics. Taggart
argues that populism lacks an overarching set of characteristic beliefs which makes it very
chameleonic and incomplete (2004). According to both Taggart and Mudde, populism is
proper to right-wing parties (2016; 2004). Finally, Zaslove further delves into the debate
concerning the definition of populism as a political ideology (2008). Yet, the author remains
neutral on this debate and he limits his definition by placing populism into the broad liberal
democratic ideology (Zaslove, 2008). According to the author, populism may be considered
as an integral part of liberal democratic politics as it relies on some of its basic values such as
democracy (Zaslove, 2008). Moreover, Zaslove rejects Taggart and Mudde’s identification of
populism as a mere right wing domain. As a matter of fact, the author argues that populism

may be both a right and left-wing phenomenon (Zaslove, 2008)

2.3.2 Features

There is a shared agreement on the anti-elitarian feature of populism. Society is viewed as
being constructed around an Us vs Them dichotomy, with the former being the pure people
and the latter the corrupt elite (Mudde, 2016). This juxtaposition is central in populism. In
fact, Taggart identifies as one of its main features its hostility to representative politics. This
means that populism exists only when there are institutions and an establishment to fight
(Taggart, 2004). Zaslove places this dichotomy at the center of populism and argues that the
main strategy used by populist to challenge the political elite is to identify an enemy which is
accused of being dangerous for the people (Zaslove, 2008). All the three authors share the
idea that populism is existentially related to the creation of an enemy (Taggart, 2004; Mudde,
2016; Zaslove, 2008). The enemy becomes the center of their agenda and the ground to
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challenge the establishment. Furthermore, populism tends to act mostly when confronted with
extreme crises (Taggart, 2004). This means that it is an accompanying force to change, which
rises when there is an establishment to fight and to blame for the current negative situation.
According to Taggart, the polity of the heartland is considered as being a central feature of
populism — this consists in the idealized and constructed depiction of the people they argue to
defend (Taggart, 2004). The heartland refers to their community and specifically to their
people, which adhere to a set of norms and values proper of an idealized and romanticized
past (Taggart, 2004). This feature is usually called nativism and it refers to “an inherited
entitlement to the common good and society” — meaning that by being nativist, populist
politicians have the duty to defend the natives of the land from any enemy (Vieten, 2020, p.
4; Taggart, 2004). Finally, populist parties tend to use a very charismatic leader, capable of
appealing to the crowds and increasing their visibility but yet lacking substance (Taggart,
2004).

Overall, populism is manifested in the face of crises which give politicians the chance to

challenge the establishment with the claim of protecting their people from a mutative enemy.

2.4 Pandemics

Over the last decades, epidemics and their escalation into pandemics have largely spurred
global concern among scholars, physicians and policy makers. The outbreak of a pandemic
has been considered as a certainty by the vast majority of scholars. As a consequence there is
a broad variety of academic works dealing with pandemics in all their aspects. This section
will analyze available literature dealing with pandemics. Specifically, it will present what a

pandemic is and then it will delve into its social and political dimensions.

2.4.1 What is a pandemic?

MacKellar conducted an extensive study on pandemic influenza by looking especially at their
origin, how they are dealt politically and economically, and their impact on demography
(2007). As argued by MacKellar, pandemic mostly regard influenza viruses, which break out
during the winter and are transmitted via interpersonal contact (2007, p. 430). A seasonal
influenza does not entail an epidemic or a pandemic. Indeed, a pandemic is an isolated event
characterized by the international spread of a highly contagious disease (Rosenberg, 1989).
According to Rosenberg, epidemics have an explicit modus operandi: they have a specific

start, they spread, they cause crises and then they gradually disappear (1989, p. 2).
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2.4.2 Political dimension
Although a pandemic is generally considered as a sanitary crisis, politics plays a great role in

each of the stages.

MacKellar and Rosenberg agree that the start of an epidemic is among the most critical
stages. Everything starts with physicians encountering patients with suspicious diseases
which are then reported to the authorities (2007; 1989). There is a widespread reluctance to
accept the outbreak of a pandemic. This is usually given by the conviction of politicians of
being capable of curbing the spread without publicly admitting the severity of the situation
and avoiding collective fear (Roseberg, 1989). This is generally the case due to the
multiplicity of interests that could be endangered by the outbreak of a health crisis. The case
of the SARS virus in China at the beginning of 2000, AIDS and lastly Covid-19 are striking

examples of how epidemics are concealed until the very last moment possible.

The political dimension of a pandemic is particularly manifested in its management. There
are different kinds of measures that may be implemented, but the most important feature of
them all concerns their collective character (Greene & Vargha, 2020). In fact, pandemics are
public phenomena that have to be tackled through collective action and collective measures.
Historically, the most widespread collective methods of containment have been quarantine
and several other practices, such as contact tracing, social distancing, surveillance and travel
& trade restrictions (Fidler, 2020). Moreover, these measures have always been accompanied

by the identification of the so-called patient zero (Greene & Vargha, 2020).

From an ideological standpoint, the outbreak of a pandemic may alter political conformations
as well as shaping new political ideologies and party’s views. Crises have always been
considered as turning points in history. Francis Fukuyama, by comparing pandemics to wars,
argues that a global health crisis may alter the leadership of the current global order and
promote radical ideologies such as fascism (2020). Moreover, crises have always been at the
center of populist agendas. Populism is characterized by a strong tendency to create and
construct crises in order to challenge the establishment by adopting a people vs elite
discourse (Brubaker, 2020)(Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). Therefore, health crises such as
pandemics are considered to be safe havens for populist parties seeking votes by leveraging
on people’s fear, frustration and anger (Brubaker, 2020). However, Brubaker and Vieten

recently analyzed the effects of the Covid 19 pandemic on populism (2020; 2020). They both
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found that the last pandemic changed traditional populism. Indeed, in a moment in which the
establishment adopted a crisis-attitude, populist parties, in order to challenge the elite,
adopted an anti-crisis behavior and accused them of exacerbating and constructing a useless
crisis (Brubaker, 2020). Historically, containment measures and strategy have been outlined
by experts and implemented by the governments. As a consequence, especially over the last
decades, there has been both a scientization of politics and a politicization of science

(Brubaker, 2020).

2.4.3 Social dimension

The previously mentioned identification of the patient zero sheds light on the pandemic's
social character. Humans tend to find an explanation to the phenomenon and they usually
identify in the patient zero some features to explain contagion. According to Rosenberg, in
these cases individuals use the framing and blaming framework— framing societal values and
beliefs to eventually blame the infected (Rosenberg, 1989). Over the past centuries, mortal
illnesses were framed as a punishment sent by God to the sinners. Historically, immorals have
been identified as the scapegoats of the spread of the virus — as in the case of smallpox, AIDS
or colhera. Besides immorality, social stratification has also been involved in the
identification of the probable vectors. Indeed, lower classes were considered to be the
spreaders and they were the only targets of collective measures during the diphtheria
epidemic in London (Roseberg, 1989). By using a set of values, beliefs and experiences as

guidelines to avoid contagion, men and women find answers and reassurance.

2.5 Conclusion

This section reviewed the existing literature on three main topics: framing, populism and
pandemics. First, it has researched social constructivism and framing. Second, the academic
debate regarding the definition and description of populism has been presented, as there is no
clear definition of this concept but many scholars agree on what are its main features. Finally,
it has presented key studies dealing with pandemics and it has outlined their social and

political dimension.

These three topics may be considered extremely interrelated in the current Covid-19 context.
This chapter showed how politicians use frames to construct their own understanding of a
policy issue. Populist parties construct and share their own interpretation of policy issues

through language, values and traditional customs in order to appeal to the public (Scholten,
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2017). Thus, they constantly frame issues by using a broad variety of values from cultural to
economic to political. A pandemic makes vulnerable and influenceable individuals which
eventually turn to populist parties for reassurance (Vieten, 2020). It is clear that all these three
concepts are proper to the current global context. Yet, the available literature lacks a
comprehensive study on how populist parties have framed the Covid-19 pandemic.
Specifically, it lacks a study investigating how they have used their characteristic Us vs Them
dichotomy in the framing of the pandemic. This thesis strives to fill this gap by conducting a
study aimed at answering the research question: How did populist parties frame the

pandemic in the European Union?
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.1 Introduction

This section will outline the theories employed in this thesis in order to answer the research
question: How did populist parties frame the pandemic in the European Union?. First,
populism will be defined and outlined in its main features. Second, the theory of framing will
be explained together with the Discourse Coalition Framework. Finally, populism, framing
and the Covid-19 pandemic will be theoretically linked in order to create the thesis
hypothesis.

3.2 Populism

Some scholars define populism as a political ideology and some others reject this definition
by identifying it as a political feature (Mudde, 2013; Taggart, 2004). In this thesis, populism
will be defined by combining the arguments of two key scholars in the field: Mudde and
Taggart.

3.2.1 Definition
This thesis adopts Mudde’s definition of populism as being:

an 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 politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the

people. (2013)

This ideology is considered to be thin-centred as it lacks core values and thus has to be
coupled with other ideologies, such as socialism, fascism or communism (Mudde, 2013). The
principal features identified to define populism in this thesis are drawn from Mudde, Taggart
and Zaslove. This thesis interprets populism as aimed at challenging the elite through
mutative enemies with the purpose of defending the people (Mudde, 2013: Taggart, 2004;
Zaslove, 2008).

3.2.2 Populism — features
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Pivotal in this thesis is Mudde’s Us vs Them dichotomy. This will help establish the role of
Covid in the populist political agenda. Specifically, this thesis will investigate how populist

parties employed this dichotomy in challenging the establishment in their response to Covid.

Populist parties tend to divide society into two separate groups, the in-group and the
out-group (Mudde, 2013). They place themselves in the in-group which is claimed to be
composed by native inhabitants, the people. Therefore, their goal is to foster and protect the
values and interests of their people against the out-group. The latter is not defined, but
although it changes according to the situation, it generally refers to the establishment
(Mudde, 2016). The other is thus portrayed as an enemy which threatens the values and
interests of the in-group. An enemy is defined by Mudde as being the discourse upon which
the ideological identity of the in-group is constructed (Mudde, 2016). Therefore, the central
Us vs Them dichotomy is coupled with nativism and the identification of enemies (Mudde,
2016). Moreover, central for populist propaganda is the use of a charismatic leader capable of
appealing to a large crowd and making the people recognize themselves in him/her
(Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008).. This is considered to be extremely important as the leader
has to be one of the people but at the same time their defender. Thus, a populist leader has to
place himself among the people in his habits, lexic, and values (Albertazzi & McDonnell,

2008).

Simply put, populist parties construct a moral and political antagonism between the people,
which they represent, and the establishment (Wojczewski, 2019). Populist parties are
characterized by having a charismatic leader capable of appealing to the crowd and

constructing an enemy to fight in order to defend the native people.

3.3 Framing
This thesis seeks to delineate populist framing of the Covid pandemic. Therefore, it is crucial

to outline what it is meant with framing and how it is interpreted in this paper.

3.3.1 Framing

Framing is a social constructivist theory which claims that the world is a social construct
shaped and created by the people through a sense making process (Bekkers et al, 2018).
Framing may be considered as the sense-making process per se. This thesis will adopt the

definition by Rein and Schon who define framing as ‘a way of selecting, organizing,
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interpreting and making sense of complex reality to provide guideposts for knowing,
analyzing, persuading and acting’ (1993, p. 146). This theory is crucial in this thesis as it will
help in establishing how the language and symbols used by populist parties to interpret Covid

have shaped the public perception of the pandemic.

3.3.2 Discourse Coalition Framework

Discourse Coalition Framework stresses the relevance of discourses in the policy process.
With discourse is meant a set of ideas, concepts and categories used to make sense of a
phenomenon (Hajer, 1993). In this thesis, discourses and frames will be interpreted as the

same as they are both means to construct reality (Scholten, 2017).

When more individuals share the same discourse, this is called a discourse coalition. It is
important to note that in DCF experts and intellectuals are placed within discourse coalitions.
By stressing the role of language in the sense-making process, Hajer claims that the way in
which a politician linguistically presents a phenomenon may influence its interpretation
(1993). As a result, the linguistic construction of a problem might alter the public perception
of the phenomenon per se, but might also influence individuals on its causes and

consequences, and on the way it should be tackled (Hajer, 1993).

This thesis will consider populist parties as a discourse coalition and will explain the
discourses used by populist parties to frame the pandemic and evaluate how they have

influenced public perception.

3.4 Populism, Framing & the Covid pandemic
The purpose of this thesis is to establish how populism framed Covid and thus influenced its

interpretation.

Given their nativist purpose of defending the people, populist parties always seek a new
element to challenge the establishment (Vieten, 2020). Currently, the biggest threat is the
Covid pandemic and its related sanitary, social, economic and political crises. Given their
innate tendency to exploit crises, one may hypothesize that populist parties have identified
Covid as their enemy. However, Covid is an invisible threat and as such it may not be framed
as an enemy. Most importantly, populist’s enemies usually relate to the out-group, such as the

migrants, or to the establishment, such as the corrupted and inefficient politicians (Mudde,
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2016). The virus and the pandemic are apolitical and certainly not a concrete and feasible
enemy that can be countered, insulted or spontaneously be eliminated. Hence, Covid has to
be considered as the general context in which the Us vs Them dichotomy has been
constructed. Populist parties do not consider Covid as the threat, rather they frame the

political response of the establishment as the new enemy of the people.

Several scholars stressed a change in traditional populism during the pandemic (Brubaker,
2020; Vieten, 2020). The most striking difference relates to their approach to crises. Given
the novelty of the phenomenon, populist parties had the chance to construct the interpretation
of the pandemic in such a way to shape its public understanding. Populist parties took a
different stand of the establishment and framed covid differently (Vieten, 2020). The health
crisis had already been addressed by the national governments, through the implementation
of various restrictive measures such as lockdown, curfew and social distancing (Brubaker,
2020). Hence, populist parties exploited the widespread fear and turmoil to construct an
anti-elitist interpretation of Covid and accused the elite of exacerbating the crisis for their

interests (Brubaker, 2020; Vieten, 2020).

Populist parties usually use a broad set of values and beliefs — discourses— to frame a
phenomenon and ultimately create a shared understanding (Scholten, 2017). As outlined in
the literature review, they have used mainly three types of frames: cultural, economic and
political (Helbling et al., 2010). In other words, populist parties have used three different
categories of frames in order to promote their own definition of the Covid pandemic and
consequently challenge the establishment and gain public support. This thesis will look at
how populist parties used these frames in shaping Covid’s interpretation and challenge the
elite. It is important to note that these frames are country-specific as they all have different
cultures, economic situations, and governments. This is explanatory of how populist parties
rely on a mutative set of values and beliefs that not only vary across countries but sometimes

even within the same country.

3.4.2 Cultural Frames

Cultural frames are identity-related and refer to the underlying values of a specific society
(Helbing et al, 2010). They are usually nationalistic as they are constructed with the claim of
preserving the national identity. Given their nativist sentiment, many populist parties use

cultural discourses to challenge the elite. During the Covid pandemic many populists have
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used national traditional values in order to counter the anti-covid measures implemented by
the governments. For example, the implementation of a lockdown has been framed as
threatening the freedoms and rights of the population, such as the right to work, to move, to
exercise religion and expression (Brubaker, 2020). Also in other cases, populist parties
repeatedly appealed to personal freedoms, civil rights and social traditions to challenge the

governmental implementation of restrictive measures.

Simply put, by using cultural notions, populist parties depicted the anti-Covid measures as a

threat to the cultural integrity of their people.

H1: Populist parties predominantly used cultural frames to construct an anti-elitarian public

understanding of the pandemic management.

3.4.3. Economic Frames

Economic frames are normally used in the face of an economic crisis. In framing the
pandemic, populist parties stressed the far more reaching necessity of tackling the economic
crisis created by the pandemic than the pandemic per se (Wondreys & Mudde). Populist
parties have been stressing the negative impact of the pandemic management on the national
economies. For example, many populist parties addressed the economic and financial costs of
the restrictive measures (especially the lockdown) and argued that these were contributing to
unemployment and money loss (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). Therefore, they used economic
discourses to frame the pandemic and gain public support in order to challenge the

governments.

Hence, by leveraging on widespread economic fears, populist parties accused the government

of implementing anti-Covid measures contributing to people’s economic instability.

H2: Populist parties predominantly used economic frames to construct an anti-elitarian

public understanding of the pandemic management

3.4.4. Political Frames
Finally, political frames refer to the functioning of the political system and its work and
results (Helbling et al, 2010). For instance, political frames refer to the political efficiency

and efficacy of the work of the government and are employed to evaluate its work (Helbling
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et al, 2010). Populist parties in opposition took an anti-governmental stand by addressing the
inefficiency of the national management of the pandemic and by criticizing the inefficacy of
the anti-Covid measures. For example, they first accused the government of doing too little,
too late and too slow, and once restrictive measures were enforced, they blamed the
government of being too strict and implementing useless and inefficient measures (Wondreys
& Mudde, 2020). Simply put, populist parties stressed how the measures and policies
implemented were not efficiently combating the pandemic, and they have often accused the

establishment of exacerbating the pandemic in order to fulfill their own interests.

In other words, it may be argued that populist parties continuously criticized the work and
functioning of the governmental pandemic management in order to challenge the

establishment.

H3: Populist parties predominantly used political frames to construct an anti-elitarian

public understanding of the pandemic management

3.5 Conclusion

Overall, this chapter has outlined the main theories and concepts employed in this thesis:
framing and populism — in order to study the impact of populists’ framing of the Covid-19
pandemic. Moreover, the previous subsection has articulated the process leading to the

creation of this thesis’ hypotheses.



22

4. RESEARCH DESIGN

4.1 Methodology

This section will detailly explain the design of this study. First, it will explain the general
research method employed: qualitative. Two main qualitative approaches will be presented
and discussed in order to identify the one that suits this thesis best. Second, the case study
selection criteria will be outlined. Third, the analysis method of the cases will be presented.
Fourth, the populist parties will be operationalized through the creation of a selection criteria.
Fifth, the populist parties chosen for the two case studies will be discussed. Sixth, cultural,
economic and political frames will be operationalized. Finally, there will be an overview on

the data collection process.

4.1.1 Small-N Study

Qualitative research is considered to be advantageous for the aim of this thesis as it allows
linking theoretical concepts to empirical observations (Blatter & Haverland, 2012). Small-N
studies are based on a limited number of cases in order to conduct a more in-depth and
detailed analysis. Hence, this thesis will provide the reader with a clear analysis of the impact
that populist parties had on the framing of the pandemic in the EU. Indeed, conducting a
thorough analysis of a limited number of cases will result in providing the reader with a broad
variety of empirical observations. Ultimately, the reader will have the possibility to acquire a
broader knowledge and understanding of the cases and grasp the link between theory and
reality. Simply put, by recurring to empirical case studies, Small-N studies are the most
successful tool to understand theories. Thus, studying how populist parties framed the
pandemic in two specific countries will help the reader to generally understand the populist

use of framing.

4.1.2. Co-Variational Approach

Among the various Small-N designs the most used is the Co-Variational Approach (COV).
This approach is employed in studies seeking to determine the effect of one factor over
another, specifically, of the independent variable over the dependent variable (Blatter &
Haverland, 2012). Being a Small-N approach, COV is based on a case study analysis. The
case studies have to vary as much as possible in their independent variable and be as similar
as possible in the control variables (Blatter & Haverland, 2012). Being EU countries the main

unit of analysis, these should vary in their presence of populist parties and be similar in the
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way in which the pandemic has been framed. This means that in order to ensure variation in
X, the cases selected there should be one country with populist parties and one country
without. This criteria does not suit this thesis as by choosing such cases the results and the

research per se would be weak and flawed.

4.1.3 Congruence Analysis Approach

Among the Small-N designs, Congruence Analysis Approach (CON) is employed in studies
seeking to ‘provide empirical evidence for the explanatory relevance or relative strength of

one theoretical approach in comparison to other approaches’ (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p.
144). Hence, it is aimed at establishing whether a theory better explains a phenomenon than

the other or to demonstrate that one theory provides the best explanations of a phenomenon.

This thesis will investigate the applicability of one broad theory through three competing
hypotheses. Drawing on the social-constructivist theory of framing, each of the three
hypotheses claims that one of the categories of frames has been predominant in populist
pandemic agenda. The pluralist aspect of the thesis increases its internal validity. Indeed, each
hypothesis avoids confirmation bias when researching as data will be collected in order to
determine which kind of frame is predominant and not to verify the predominance of one of
them. Specifically, the internal validity of this thesis is controlled by a vertical and horizontal
element. The vertical control entails the deduction of the hypothesis from theories and their
comparison (Blatter & Haverland, 2012). This study deducted three competing hypotheses
from one broad abstract theory. The horizontal control comprises the verification of the
empirical applicability of one theory but also the verification of its higher explanatory power

in comparison to the others (Blatter & Haverland, 2012).

While selecting the cases, the author has to answer the question “How is the case related to
the theories?”” and then identify cases that are most likely explanatory of the theories (Blatter
& Haverland, 2012, p. 175). Therefore, the countries selected in this thesis have to represent
crucial cases. Hence, they serve the purpose of determining which category of frames

prevailed in the EU framing of the pandemic.

4.2 Case Studies
This thesis strives to determine the effect of populist parties on the framing of the pandemic

by taking as case studies two countries that show different characteristics. This increases the
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external validity and the strength of the findings. In case this thesis would result in assessing
the predominant use of the same category of frames in both countries, these findings could be
generalizable to countries showing similar features to the cases in analysis. However,
generalizability is not the main aim of this paper, as it is mainly concerned with investigating

an important current social phenomenon.

In order to guide the country choice, a criterion has been created and it has ultimately led to

the selection of Italy and the Netherlands as case studies. The criteria are the following:

I.  Populist Parties
Given the aim of this thesis, it is crucial that case studies have populist parties. Hence, that

the countries analyzed are democracies and thus ensure debates and political opposition.

Italy and the Netherlands are democratic countries which present populist parties. The

populist parties chosen for each country will be presented in section 4.5.

II.  Dissimilar economies
Analyzing two cases with dissimilar economies increments the external validity of this study.
Economic conditions may influence the development and outcome of the pandemic and its
management. This is given by the different amount of resources and the different responses

that the people could have.

The two cases have different economic situations in 2020. GDP per capita is higher in the
Netherlands than in Italy, this means that on average a Dutch citizen earns more than an
Italian citizen (Country comparison, n.d). Moreover, Italy has a higher debt than the
Netherlands (Country comparison, n.d). Finally, both have experienced important GDP losses

in 2020 as a result of the pandemic (Country comparison, n.d).

Table 1: Economy

Italy The Netherlands

GDP per capita 31,605 $ 52,405%

Debt (%GDP) 155,80% 54,50%
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Deficit -9.50 % -4.30%

I'V. Dissimilar development of the pandemic
Investigating two countries showing a different development of the pandemic increases the

validity of this study as it might change the populist framing of Covid.

Italy and the Netherlands show very different features both in their figures and in their
management. Italy has been the first EU country hit by the pandemic and one of the hardest
hit in the world (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). It presents a very high number in cases and a
high death rate. On the other hand, the virus arrived later in the Netherlands and it presents a
lower death rate. The main differences may be found during the first wave, but due to a lack
of database focusing on the first wave, the table below presents the figures of the whole
pandemic until June 2st, 2021 (Worlometer, 2020). Moreover, the number of cases and deaths
reported by the countries are not a completely reliable source. Especially during the first
wave, low test capacity and different categorizations of Covid deaths altered the real rates.
Although not 100% reliable and explanatory, these data provide a general overview on the

situation across the two cases.

Table 2: Covid-19 figures (Worldometer, 2020)

Italy The Netherlands
Population 60,36 M 17,38 M
Death/ I M people 2108 1302
Total cases 4252976 1679 983

Strikingly different has been the management of the pandemic. In Italy there has been a hard
lockdown consisting in a shutdown economy and population (Bassan, n.d.). In the
Netherlands, there has been the so-called intelligent lockdown where staying at home was

encouraged but the economy was still functioning at almost its normal rate (Darroch, 2020).

4.3 Case Study Analysis
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In order to investigate how European populist parties framed pandemic, this thesis will
conduct a case study comparison. Specifically, this thesis will conduct a cross-sectional
comparison as it will analyze two cases during the same time frame but in different spatial

contexts (Blatter and Haverland, 2012).

The analysis will be divided in three chapters, one per each case and one for their
comparison. The analysis chapters will be introduced by a section explaining the course of
the virus in the country, then there will be the analysis conducted according to common
themes and then the main findings will be presented. The themes in analysis are: the virus,
the lockdown, the lockdown reopening, EU intervention, migration, and general anti-Covid
measures. These themes were selected during the data collection (4.7.2) as these were the
main topics addressed by populist parties across the cases. The virus consists in how
populists generally interpreted the news of Covid and dealt with its origin. The lockdown
refers to populist parties' opinion on its implementation. Lockdown reopening deals with how
they requested to lift the lockdown. EU intervention entails their approach to EU deals.
Migration analyzes how they integrated migrants into the pandemic agenda. Finally, the
general anti-covid measures see how they interpreted the use of face-masks, social distancing
and other measures. Although these themes are common to both countries, they will be
divided into sub-themes which may sometimes vary across the cases. Each case has, indeed,
country-specific sub-themes which consist in the arguments and discourses used to frame
specific moments, events or phenomenon within the topic analyzed.. This does not represent
a limitation as the general themes are the same, but only the argument used to frame the

themes may differ.

Finally, the comparison will be conducted according to the themes discussed in the

case-by-case analysis which will lead to a discussion on the main findings.

4.4 Operationalizing populist parties

Being the independent variable of this thesis, populist parties will be at the center of the case
by case analysis. This section will outline the criteria used to choose the populist parties to be
analyzed. This criteria will draw on a combination of theoretical concepts and empirical

features needed for the purpose of this thesis.

I.  UsvsThem
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Populist parties need to be anti-elitarian. The purpose of this thesis is to establish how
populist parties framed the pandemic to challenge the establishment. Therefore, without this

feature the party in analysis would not serve the purpose of this study.

II.  Polity of the Heartland and the People (Nativism)
Being a central feature of populism, the parties selected have to hold a nativist sentiment -
thus they have to show a peculiar attachment to their people (Taggart, 2004; Vieten, 2020).
Especially during a global crisis, such as the pandemic, these features serve the parties to
appeal to a broader public by claiming to be their representative and strive to defend and

protect their citizens (Vieten, 2020).

III.  Changing enemy
Another distinguishing feature of populism regards their tendency to continuously change
their enemy. Although maintaining an anti-elitarian sentiment, they always leverage on a

different enemy to challenge the establishment (Zaslove, 2008).

IV.  Charismatic leader
Populist parties rely on a very charismatic leader in order to appeal to the public (Albertazzi
& McDonnell, 2008).The people have to trust their leader, but most importantly they have to
recognize themselves in him/her. By claiming to be with the people and one of the people,
they may not appear as being superior. As such, populist leaders reject the elitarian nature of
politicians. These features confer trust to the people who start seeing them as their ‘man of

destiny’ (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008).

V. Opposition
Given that the hypotheses to test in this thesis claim that populist parties constructed an
anti-elitarian public understanding of the pandemic management, populist parties that are in
charge of the government will not be taken into account. As part of the establishment, ruling
parties cannot challenge the government. Therefore, if the prime minister of a country should
be the member/leader of a populist party, that same party will not be considered in this thesis.

Hence, the party has to be in the opposition.

Table 3: criteria
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Party name Yes No
Us vs Them X
Nativism X
Changing enemy X
Charismatic Leader X
Opposition party X

4.5 Populist Parties

This subsection will present the parties chosen for both Italy and the Netherlands by
following the criteria outlined in sub-section 4.5.2 of this chapter. Moreover, the populist

context of the countries will be briefly presented.

4.5.1 Italy

The Italian populist landscape has always been very dense. The critical view of politics and
politicians held by the italian people created a very fertile terrain for the rise of populist
parties (Tarchi, 2008). The Italian electorate does not recognize itself in the establishment
which is considered to be corrupt and harmful for the Italian society. The heyday of populism
in Italy came in the 90s with the rise of Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and the Lega Nord. The
Italian context in the 90s was characterized by several crises and scandals. Amongst these the
increasing immigraion flows, the decreasing economic growth rates, the loosening ties with
the church accompanied by the Tangentopoli scandal, spurred distrust of politics among the
people (Tarchi, 2008). Populist parties presented themselves as the solution to their
disappointment and presented political agendas aimed at defending their people, their country

and their values.

Lega/ The League

La Lega is a historical Italian right-wing populist party. The League was originally named
Lega Nord (Northern League) as it advocated for the independence of the Northern part of
Italy in order to create the Repubblica Federale Padana (Tarchi, 2008). The League has

always been an anti-establishment party — it has always addressed how the inefficiency and
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degeneration of the political class came at the expenses of the well being of the people
(Tarchi, 2008). Being a populist party, the League holds a very strong nativist sentiment
which is manifested in its self-appointed role of protector of the people. Peculiar in the
League’s agenda has always been the identification of the enemy. In fact, it has continuously
changed its enemy: the south of Italy, the EU, and the migrants (Tarchi, 2008; Dennison &
Geddes, 2021). All these phases were characterized by very charismatic leaders, such as
Bossi, Maroni and finally Matteo Salvini. The latter is the one that upgraded the charisma of
the League’s leaders as he has always presented himself as one of the people both through his
colloquial speeches and his dress codes. He made the latter an integral part of his figure as he
usually joins official and unofficial meetings dressed with military uniforms or sweaters with
the names of the cities written on them (Dabramo, 2019). Finally, this party has been chosen

because it was not part of the government in the timeframe analyzed.

Table 4: League

Lega Yes No
Us vs Them X
Nativism X
Changing enemy X
Charismatic Leader X
Opposition party X

Fratelli d’Italia/ Brothers of Italy

Fratelli d’Italia is a right-wing party created in 2012 by Giorgia Meloni. This party has shown
its anti-elitarian feature since its onset as it was created by those members of Berlusconi’s
Forza Italia who criticized their leaders’ decision to support the technical government of
Mario Monti (Bruno & Downes, 2020). Their nativist sentiment is visible in the name of the
party and in their intention of defending the values and interests of all the brothers of Italy. As
every populist party also FdI has a dynamic set of enemies. Due to its short history, FdI does
not have clearly defined phases, but drawing on their strong nationalist sentiment, its main
enemies are the migrants and multiculturalism (Tarchi, 2018). The rising success of FdI is

certainly due to its highly charismatic leader: Giorgia Meloni. She has always depicted
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herself as an Italian woman proud of her roots and ready to defend them. Very famous is her
speech in which she proudly declares of being ‘Giorgia, a woman, a mother, an Italian, and a
catholic’ as opposed to the multicultural Italian population that is being created by the
inefficient governance (La Repubblica, 2019). Finally, this party has been chosen as it was

not part of the government in the period analyzed.

Table 5: Brothers of Italy

Fdl Yes No
Us vs Them X
Nativism X
Changing enemy X
Charismatic Leader X
Opposition party X

4.5.2 The Netherlands

Populism has never been a relevant feature of Dutch politics until the early 2002 with the
rise of Pim Furtuyn’s party (Lucardie, 2008). Before the populist rise, dutch politics was
highly pillarized. Every ideological organization — pillar — had its own party, which ensured
very close ties between the political class and the people (Lucardie, 2008). The secularization
of politics led to a depillarization process that distanced the people from the political class
(Lucardie, 2008). Moreover, this general distance between the people and politics was further
accentuated by the increasing migration flows from former Dutch colonies, North African
and Middle Eastern countries that sparked widespread fear and resentment among the Dutch

population and favoured the rise of populism (Lucardie, 2008).

Partij Voor de Vrijheid/ Party For Freedom

Partij Voor de Vrijheid (PVV) is a right-wing party founded in 2005 by Geert Wilders
(Hameleers et al., 2016). The PVV extremely emphasizes the existential opposition between
the people and the elites. The parliament is claimed to be fake as it does not reflect and
respect people’s demand and as such it is accused of eroding Dutch society and culture

(Hameleers et al., 2016). The key enemies on which they construct the Us vs Them
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dichotomy are migrants and Muslims (Hameleers et al., 2016). The Islamic population grew
exponentially over the last decades and they are accused of destroying the Dutch integrity and
culture. However, over the last year Wilders has added as his enemy the EU which he claims
to be negative for the Dutch prosperity and integrity and thus sustains Nexit (Otjes, 2021).
The PVV presented itself as the response to this existential crisis and ready to defend the
Netherlands from supranational institutions. The popularity of this party is certainly given by
its charismatic founder and leader Geert Wilders (Hameleers et al., 2016). His charisma is
manifested in his speeches which he delivers by positioning himself among the people and by
using a very straightforward language aimed at insulting the establishment and exalting the
Dutch values (Hameleers et al., 2016). Finally, the PVV was not part of the government in the

time analyzed.

Table 6: Party for Freedom

PVV Yes No
Us vs Them X
Nativism X
Changing enemy X
Charismatic Leader X
Opposition party X

Forum voor Democratie/ Forum for Democracy

Forum voor Democratie (FvD) was founded by Thierry Baudet in 2015 as an eurosceptic
think tank which was soon turned into a successful right-wing party (Otjes, 2020). FvD is
extremely anti-establishment and criticizes the very structure of the Dutch parliament. In fact,
Baudet called for its modification by following the Swiss style of direct democracy (Otjes,
2020). The nativist senthiment of the party directly comes from his very nationalistic leader
who calls for the implementation of stricter immigration policies in order to preserve the
native inhabitants of the Netherlands. Baudet not only counters the Islamic community or the
illegal migrants, he also stresses his desire to live in a white-dominated country and not feel
an ethnic minority (Otjes, 2020). Moreover, Baudet adopts very conservative views on gender

equality and he sustains women's inferiority (Otjes, 2020). FvD has an eurosceptic nature and
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as such it continuously counters the EU and favours Nexit (Otjes, 2020). The very diverse
electorate reached by the FvD is given by the charismatic capability of its leader, Thierry
Baudet, to mobilize a conspicuous amount of people who previously lost faith in politics and
the political class (Otjes, 2020). Finally, Forum voor Democratie has been chosen as it was

not governing in the time frame in analysis.

Table 7: Forum for Democracy

FvD Yes No
Us vs Them X
Nativism X
Changing enemy X
Charismatic Leader X
Opposition party X

4.6 Operationalizing Frames

In order to assess how the various populist parties have constructed the perception of Covid,
it is crucial to define the different categories of frames. Specifically, this section will present a
table outlining the main discourses pertaining to each category. This categorization and
operationalization have been created by combining the works by Helbling et al. and Msughter
& Philipps. The article by Helbling et al. has been essential to differentiate the frames into
three broad categories: cultural, economic and political (2010). The general guidelines
provided by Helbling et al. have been enriched by the work by Msughter & Philipps. The
latters wrote an article on the framing of Covid in Nigerian media by using a broad set of
frames (2020). Some of these frames have been used in this thesis by placing them in one

specific category.
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Table 8: Frames Operationalization

Frames Explanation

Cultural Civil rights and political culture
“Equality or inequality with which laws, punishment, rewards
and resources are applied or distributed among individuals or
groups. Also, the balance between the rights or interests of
one individual or group compared to another individual or
group” (Msughter & Philipps, 2020, p. 593).
- Policies may undermine national independence and thus
national institutions (Helbling et al., 2010)
- democracy

- symbolic political values

Preservation of national boundaries and cultural homogenous
society (Helbling et al., 2010)
- fears of mass immigration

- xenophobic attitudes

Cultural identity and Morality
“The social norms, trends, values and customs constituting
culture” (Msughter & Philipps, 2020, p. 593)
- “Any perspective or policy objective compelled by religious
doctrine or interpretation, duty, honour, righteousness or any
other sense of ethics or social responsibility” (Msughter &

Philipps, 2020, p. 593).

Economic Labour and social security frames
“fears of unemployment, decreasing wages, retrenchment of
the welfare state and social security” (Helbling et al., 2010, p.
501)
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“The cost, or monetary or financial implications of the issue (to an
individual, family, community, or to the economy as a whole)”

(Msughter & Philipps, 2020, p. 593).

Political Functioning and working of the political system (Helbling et al.,
2010)
- degree of action capacity of a state and state power

- efficiency of bureaucracy, government and policies

Security (Helbling et al., 2010)

- crime, corruption, social turmoil

4.7 Data Collection

4.7.1 Time frame

In order to effectively analyze the impact of populist parties on how the Covid pandemic has
been framed in Italy and the Netherlands, this study will focus on a defined time frame.
Specifically, from December 31st, 2020, which is when China announced a new variant of
pneumonia infection — Covid 19 — until the beginning of the second wave. For the latter it is
more difficult to attribute a specific date because there is no official start date of the different
waves. The start of the second wave in both countries will be symbolically set at October
15th, 2020 given that both countries started registering an increase in cases around that day.
This specific time frame was chosen because during this period there was more uncertainty
than ever on what Covid-19 was and how it had to be dealt with. Moreover, given the novelty
of the phenomenon, the first wave allowed populist parties greater chances to frame the

pandemic according to their interests.

4.7.2 Sources

The data employed in this thesis have been acquired solely through desk research. However,
this thesis draws on a broad variety of sources, both primary and secondary.

Primary sources mainly entail speeches given by populist politicians. These are pivotal in this
thesis as they provide crucial information about the discourses used by populist parties when

appealing to the public. Indeed, by analyzing speeches, this thesis aims to grasp the main
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cultural, economic and political frames used by populist parties to shape the public
consideration of the anti-covid measures implemented by the governments. These speeches
are both in written and visual form and may be found on different platforms such as Youtube,
the websites of the parties and of the government. However, certain speeches have been
accessed through secondary sources such as online newspaper articles. In general, secondary
sources have been used mainly to provide information on the main theories and concepts of
this thesis both in the first sections comprising the literature review and the theoretical
framework and in the case studies analysis. Moreover, national newspaper articles have been
fundamental to collect information on the development of the pandemic, its management and

the measures implemented.

4.7.3 Reliability

The data collected in this thesis may be considered reliable due to the sources employed. In
fact, primary sources such as video interviews, video speeches and official transcriptions of
parliamentary interventions have been the main sources employed to gather data. These
videos were mainly retrieved on Youtube. Moreover, social media posts on Twitter and
Facebook have been gathered from politicians’ official profiles. Secondary sources mainly
comprised peer-reviewed journal articles and books retrieved from the Erasmus University
online library and Google Scholar. With regard to newspaper articles the majority come from
national accredited journals such as La Stampa and Corriere della Sera for Italy and NOS for
the Netherlands. Finally, sources in Dutch and Italian have been translated personally by the
author of this study and not through online translation software which might alter their

meaning.
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5. ITALY

5.1 Introduction

This chapter will analyze Italy. It will investigate how the Italian populist parties challenged
the anti-Covid measures implemented by the government in order to assess which category of
frames has been predominantly used. Therefore, this chapter will be divided into several
sub-chapters each tackling. First, there will be an introduction aimed at providing the reader
with an overview on the course of covid in Italy . From then on the subchapters will consist
in different themes on which the analysis is based, namely: the virus, the lockdown, the
lockdown reopening, the EU, migration, the second wave and finally the general covid

measures.

5.2 Background

Italy has been the first European country hit by the pandemic (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). It
all started on January 3 1st, 2020 when two Chinese tourists tested positive and Italian
Premier Giuseppe Conte declared a health emergency in Italy (Bassan, n.d.). The real turning
point came on February 21st when an Italian man, residing in a small town in the province of
Lodi, tested positive. This was the Italian ‘patient one’. In a few hours the cases rose and on
February 23rd Conte implemented the first restrictive measures. In eleven municipalities in
the region of Lombardy and Veneto, every kind of public gathering was suspended and it was
prohibited to leave the militarized municipalities (Bassan, n.d.). Soon after, the red zone was
extended to 14 provinces across the north and in Lombardy, (Bassan, n.d.). On March 9th,
Conte announced the national lockdown (Bassan, n.d.). This ordinance was named ‘I stay
home’ and it prohibited people from leaving their house. March was a devastating month, as
the country surpassed China in number of cases, it reached 969 daily deaths and in Bergamo
military vehicles were called to transport dead bodies to other cities (Bassan, n.d.). In April
the situation started improving, cases were declining and Conte announced the so-called
phase 2 (Bassan, n.d.). This was implemented on May 4th and marked the reopening of Italy.
Italians were now allowed to visit their families and by the end of the month to go to bars and
meet friends. Travel restrictions within Italy were lifted on June 11th when phase 3 started.
During the summer the situation was quite stable and remained relatively calm until the
second half of October when the second wave of Covid-19 hit the country and the

government imposed further restrictive measures (Bassan, n.d.).
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5.3 The virus
This section will look at how the League and FdI framed the virus by addressing three main

sub topics: the threat of Covid, the spread of viruses and its origin.

5.3.1 The threat of Covid

Italian populist parties started riding the wave of Covid very soon and certainly before the
government took any action. By stressing the dangerousness of the virus, Salvini and Meloni
asked to ban incoming flights from China already in January 2020 (Lecca, 2020). They called
for the protection of the Italian border from external and foreign threats. The protection of
national borders has been a very recurrent topic in the populist initial interpretation of the
virus. In fact, the League and FdI asked for the suspension of the Schengen pact in order to
avoid an inflow of positive people from other countries (Coronavirus, Lega, 2020). Salvini in
an interview stated ‘as a father, I want to know who enters or leaves my country’
(Coronavirus, Lega, 2020). This measure was eventually implemented at the end of the
month when two Chinese tourists tested positive in Rome and the government declared the
state of emergency (Bassan, n.d.). Salvini argued that the government had to apologize to the
Italians for not having protected their borders and thus the safety of their people (La7
Attualita, 2020).

This shows how the League’s leader recurred to Italian values such as the family and safety to
present himself as one of the people and defender of the people. Most importantly, this shows
how populist leaders held onto nativist arguments and employed the discourse surrounding
the preservation of national borders to culturally frame the governmental response to the

virus.

5.3.2 The spread of viruses

As discussed by Rosenberg, identifying the nature and origin of the virus, but also an
explanation for how it developed and spread, is an intrinsic feature of human beings (1989).
Men and women look for reassurance in critical moments and populist parties often represent
the answer to their questions. In the initial phase of the epidemic, the virus was still
considered as a mere Chinese concern. Luca Zaia, the governor of Veneto and a member of

the League, argued that Covid was not to be considered a problem for Italy. He declared:

The hygiene that our people, the citizens of Veneto and the Italian citizens,
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the cultural formation that we have is that of showering, of frequently washing our
hands, of personal hygiene. Particularly our food regime, cleaning, hygienic norms,
the fridge, the expiration date of our food [...] it is a cultural fact. I think that in China
the virus paid a high cost because we all have seen them eating living rats and other
things like that. [...] The virus has to find a clean environment almost like a hospital.

We are a bit maniacal [...]. (Corriere della Sera, 2020)

Zaia stressed the Italian superiority in matters of personal and social hygiene and used it to
reassure the people. Once again, cultural notions widely shared by the Italians, such as their

superior cleaning culture, have been used to culturally frame the virus.

5.3.3 The nature of the virus

When Covid started spreading in Italy, the discourse surrounding its origin and expansion
changed. The Italian superiority in cleaning culture left the space to more radical and
xenophobic arguments. Already by the end of february, during an interview, Salvini stated:
“someone made a mistake in China. I hope that all this is not the result of experiments with
economic, commercial and industrial goals” (Matteo Salvini, 2020). Meloni took a softer
approach against the Chinese by simply stating that it was their responsibility, but always
pointing to the lack of prompt responses from the Italian government. Meloni’s approach
changed when together with the League, they started using a documentary broadcasted in
2015 on national tv dealing with the creation of a new coronavirus in China (Drogo, 2020).
Although the coronavirus in analysis was not the one causing Covid-19, the League and FdI
exploited this video to show how the establishment failed to deal with foreign threats

endangering the Italian population (Drogo, 2020).

In this case the response to Covid has been framed mainly politically by highlighting the

inefficacy of the state in preventing the spread of the virus.

Table 9

Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames

The threat of Covid X
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The spread of X

viruses

The nature of the X

Virus

5.4 Lockdown
This section will analyze how Italian populist parties framed the pandemic by addressing two

of their stands regarding first the lockdown in the north and then the national one.

5.4.1 The lockdown in the North

When the virus hit Italy, Salvini changed position and passed from defining Covid as a
dangerous threat to a ‘mere flu’ (Lecca, 2020). The fact that the two most hit regions were
governed by League politicians did not help the party’s credibility. A few days later, through
a facebook live, Salvini invited the President of the Republic Mattarella to push Conte to
reopen as much as possible in order to allow the Italians to go back to earn their money and
‘work, work, work’ (Marzocchi, 2021). At that moment it was clear that the League exploited
the sense of uncertainty and fear spread among the inhabitants of the red zones but also of the
rest of the Italians. The former were those already suffering from the hard restrictive

measures and the latter were worried that they would shortly be in the same situation.

Specifically, Salvini stressed the economic consequences of such closure and thus leveraged
on the fear of unemployment and money loss of the citizens. At this stage, Salvini mainly
used economic frames to shape public’s opinion on the governmental response to the spread

of the virus.

5.4.2 Request for national lockdown

A further U-turn in populists’ agenda came at the beginning of March when they met Premier
Conte and asked for national restrictive measures. The message sent by Salvini and Meloni
was to ‘close everything for the following fifteen days’ besides the strategic sectors (Salvini
e, 2020). Salvini stressed how a total closure could allow the Italians to later rise as a “unified
and healthy nation’ (Salvini e, 2020). Moreover, he accused the government of not having

prompt and efficient responses to the crisis that was hitting the country (Salvini e, 2020). He
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denounced how ‘someone was downplaying the seriousness of the virus’ and stressed that
there was no time to worry about the economy but only about the safety of the Italian people

(Salvini e, 2020).

At this stage, Salvini addressed the political inefficacy and incapacity of the government to

act in times of global pandemic and national danger.

Table 10
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
Lockdown in the X
North
Request for national X
lockdown

5.5 Lockdown — reopening
This section will look at how Meloni and Salvini dealt with the easing of the lockdown, by

looking at how they behaved in Easter and in the prospect of phase two.

5.5.1 Easter

Only a few weeks later, Salvini re-took the scene but this time without the support of FdIl and
most of his party members (La Mattina, 2020). In this case, he clearly recurred to cultural
frames to challenge the establishment. With Easter approaching, he asked to reopen churches
(La Mattina, 2020). At that moment, Italy was still in a very critical moment of the pandemic.
Yet, Salvini used the peculiarity of the situation in his favour by claiming that at that moment,
as never before, the Italians had the right to go to church and pray for their beloved (Zapperi,
2020). By leveraging on the strong religiosity of many Italians, and especially of the
elderliest — also the most hit generation — he proposed himself as the defender of their culture
against the elite. This request was considered to be absurd by almost every politician, and
even by the pope and the Church (La Mattina, 2020). The only politician supporting him was
his collegue Pillon who argued that during a pandemic ‘science alone is not enough’ (La
Mattina, 2020). When their request was obviously declined Salvini decided to pray on
national tv and asked the Virgin Mary to please help the Italians (Manucci, 2020).
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At this stage, the League used religion to culturally shape the governmental response to

Covid.

5.5.2 Phase 2

By the end of the month, Salvini and Meloni started asking for reopenings. Through a
Facebook live, Salvini asked ‘in the name of millions of Italians’ to reopen the country by
stating ‘stop it, allow us to go out, to earn, to work’ (Marzocchi, 2021). When PM Conte
eventually announced the implementation of the phase 2 — consisting in a period of gradual
reopenings — Meloni strongly countered his plan. She criticized Conte’s decision to proceed
with sectorial reopening of industries and shops as by doing so he was “condemning to death
a lot of enterprises” (Giorgia Meloni, n.d). Meloni addressed how she did not want to
‘sacrifice Italy’s companies and jobs, and to contribute to the desertification of the Italian
production market’ (Giorgia Meloni, n.d). Furthermore, she accused Conte of eroding

democracy and endangering the civil rights and liberties of the Italians (Giorgia Meloni, n.d).

In this case, Meloni and Salvini mainly used economic frames to shape public’s opinion on

Covid management. In fact, they both referred to failing companies and shops and

unemployment.
Table 11
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
Easter X
Phase 2 X

5.6 EU Intervention

Euroscepticism remained a constant topic in populists’ agenda during the pandemic. This
allowed them to deal with familiar topics also in an unprecedented crisis (Wondreys &
Mudde, 2020). Salvini and Meloni used two main topics to frame the EU intervention:

Lagarde’s speech in March and the negotiations for financial aid.

5.6.1 Lagarde's speech
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The first great opportunity to criticize the EU came in mid March. Italy was entering into a
severe economic crisis given by the implementation of the hard lockdown. The President of
the European Central Bank, Christine Lagarde, declared that it was not the ECB’s duty to
reduce national spreads and that she did not want to be remembered for another ‘Whatever it
takes’ (Ucciero, 2020). Lagarde made it clear that it was not her intention to help the Italian

economy overcome this crisis. On the same night, Salvini stated:

[...] Today a woman, a French lawyer, who is the president of the European Central
Bank, meaning that she surveils all the banks and all the savings of Europeans, said
“we are not here to decrease the spread. In this way all the European economies lost:

the Italian one burnt 68 billion euros. (Mediasetplay, 2020)

Therefore, by leveraging on the economic fears of the Italian citizens, Salvini depicted
Lagarde and the whole EU as responsible for the declining Italian economy. Additionally,
Meloni argued that these words were intentionally pronounced to hurt the Italian economy
(La7 Attualita, 2020). She stressed how the EU was ‘seeing the pandemic as an occasion to

weaken the Italian economy and acquire strategic asset for low prices’ (La7 Attualita, 2020)

Populists’ approach to Lagarde’s speech is explanatory of how they economically framed the
EU. In fact, they stressed the economic negative consequences of Lagarde’s words on the

Italian economy and suggested the EU's intention to exploit the crisis in their favour.

5.6.2 Negotiations for financial aid
Lagarde immediately changed her stand and the EU initiated the negotiations for financial aid

to Italy and other member states.

The first instrument debated was the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) — which was
instituted to help eurozone countries in case of severe economic distress (Losi, 2019). The
ESM had been highly criticized as it was claimed to not help the economy but only to
eventually worsen it. Meloni described the ESM as ‘a noose around the neck, an instrument
to bend Italy’ (Vista, 2020). The italian population was very confused and concerned about
the financial consequences of the pandemic and the EU deals. Salvini and Meloni exploited

this situation and, while Conte was negotiating the ESM, the populist leaders posted false
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accusations towards Conte by claiming that he had signed the ESM without consulting the

parliament and the Italians. Salvini posted:

MES was approved: [...] dictatorship in the name of the virus. [...] Since 1989 Italy
gave 140 billions to the EU, now to have a loan of 35 we will enter in a system of

legalized loan sharking. (Salvini, 2020)

Basically, by leveraging on the negative economic discourse surrounding the ESM, Salvini
and Meloni challenged Conte via false accusations. It is clear how Italian populist parties
used the European intervention to economically frame the pandemic. By specifically
leveraging on the people’s fear of unemployment and higher taxes, the League and Fdl

negatively addressed the cost and financial implications of the ESM.

Table 12
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
Lagarde's speech X
Negotiations for X

financial aid

5.7 Immigration

In Italy, immigration remained a hot topic during the pandemic. Although left aside at the
beginning, whenever there could be a clear connection between immigration and pandemic,
populists exacerbated this relationship and made it central to their speeches. They did so on

mainly two occasions: during the outbreak of the virus and during the summer.

5.7.1 Outbreak

During the first weeks of the epidemic, migration could not be linked to the spread of Covid
given that the virus had not yet reached African countries. However, Meloni pointed out how
the anti-Covid measures only applied to the Italians and not to the migrants. In fact, she
denounced how the Italians had to be locked in their homes and migrants could freely move
around countries and cross the border to arrive in Italy (Volpi, 2020). By juxtaposing the

freedom of movement of the migrants to the lack thereof of the Italians, Meloni stressed the
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violation of freedoms that the Italian were subjected to as opposed to the freedoms of the

migrants (Volpi, 2020).

Overall, Meloni predominantly used cultural frames as she addressed the violation of civil
rights that the Italian were facing as opposed to the freedom of movement migration of the

migrants.

5.7.2 Summer

Populist parties finally had a great opportunity to bring back immigration into their agenda
during the summer. A spike in cases brought back restrictive measures which particularly
affected the nightlife. This decision provided fertile ground to populist politicians to leverage
on the desire of freedom of the Italians and to juxtapose it to the freedom of the migrants. In
fact, Salvini, whose agenda has always been centered around migration, declared how the
problem was not a bunch of Italian kids enjoying their summer but migrants illegally bringing

Covid to Italy (La Repubblica, 2020). Meloni added:

If the government deems to close clubs it has also to close ports to illegal migration. It
1s impossible to ignore the relationship between the rise in cases and clandestine
immigration. Our production sectors and companies are on their knees: Italy does not

deserve this crazy government. (Meloni, 2020)

Salvini mainly leveraged on the exhaustion of the Italian young population and their violated
civil rights, in order to construct a negative discourse surrounding the migrants and how the
government dealt with the pandemic. Meloni used the same discourse by stressing how young
people were being deprived of the right to enjoy their night while migrants could still freely
enter Italy (Meloni, 2020). Overall, Meloni and Salvini adopted the same approach to
migration and leveraged on the violation of civil rights to construct an anti-governmental

understanding of the pandemic management.

Therefore, in this case cultural frames were predominantly used.

Table 13

Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
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Outbreak X

Summer X

5.8 General anti-Covid measures

Throughout the pandemic the government implemented permanent measures aimed at
personal protection such as the implementation of the 1.5 m distance, face masks and the
institution of a state of emergency. The latter consists in a judicial condition implemented in
exceptional cases aimed at allowing the government to act promptly and with extraordinary
powers (Che cos’¢, 2020). During the first months of the pandemic, these measures were not
given much attention by populist parties as they had more concrete themes to tackle. This

section will look at how FdI and the League framed these measures.

5.8.1 Face masks

During the summer, given the lack of hard measures, populists mainly discussed safety
distance and particularly face masks. Although taking different stands, the League and FdI
both countered the mandatory use of face masks. By taking a softer stand, Meloni stated that
she would have not allowed masks to become bibs (La Stampa, 2020). This statement was
made on occasion of a FdI manifestation on July 6th, when Giorgia Meloni was accusing the
establishment of exaggerating the risk of contagion during a protest, only to prevent her party
from giving voice to the Italians (La Stampa, 2020). By claiming that she “would have not
allowed masks to silence her”, Meloni leveraged on the freedom of speech to challenge the

elite and propose herself as the savior of the Italians (La Stampa, 2020).

Salvini took a harder and controversial approach to these safety measures and kept countering
them for the whole summer. In July he participated in a denialists reunion at the senate and
refused to wear a face mask (Mari, 2020). Moreover, he proudly declared that he would have
not used the elbow salute but he would have greeted people with the traditional two kisses on
the cheeks (Mari, 2020). By advocating the end of the pandemic, he accused the elite of
listening to pseudo-virologists that were only terrorizing the people for personal interests
(F.Q., 2020). Given Salvini's controversial political agenda, in August he changed stand and
encouraged the people to follow the indications of the experts and thus wear a face mask and

keep the distance (Salvini fa, 2020). In this case, Salvini combined traditional customs and
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the incapacity of the state to counter their covid management via cultural and political

frames.

Overall, face masks have been a hotly debated topic. Populist leaders in Italy adopted a
controversial stand and they recurred to a different set of frames to construct the public's
opinion on it. By referring to freedom of speech and the traditional salute, they clearly used
cultural frames. Moreover, by stressing the state’s incapacity in ensuring social welfare
Salvini also used political frames. However, given that political frames have been used only
by Salvini and cultural frames have been used by both, it may be argued that for this topic the

predominant frame is the cultural.

5.8.2 State of emergency
During the summer, the government proposed an extension of the state of emergency in order
to cope with the eventuality of a second wave. The League and FdI were against this

extension and took very hard stands. Salvini stated:

You are risking to cause more damage for hunger than what the virus made in
hospitals. Out of respect for the 35 000 deaths, you cannot keep an entire country
under threat. The Only announcement, only the hypothesis of a prolongation [of the
state of emergency] from October 31st to December 31st is causing a loss of tens of

billions of euros to the Italian economy. Who pays? (F.Q., 2020)

Meloni took the same stand and during a parliamentary session she accused Conte of killing

democracy and of being ‘crazy and irresponsible’ (Corriere della Sera, 2020).

In this case, Salvini and Meloni used different frames and thus it is not possible to establish
the predominant one. In fact, Salvini addressed mostly economic consequences, whilst
Meloni mainly used cultural frames as she addressed Conte’s attempt to destroy the Italian
democracy. Hence in the table below, the state of emergency will appear as framed both

economically and culturally.

Table 14

Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
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Face masks X

State of emergency X X

5.9 Conclusion

Table 15
Theme Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
The virus XX X
Lockdown X X
Lockdown — X X
reopening
European Union XX
Immigration XX
General anti-Covid XX X
measures
TOTAL 7 5 2

This chapter has analyzed how the Italian populist parties have framed the Covid
management. This analysis has taken into account six topics and looked at country-specific
subtopics to establish the overall predominant frame. Out of fourteen frames, seven were
cultural, five were economic and only two were political. This means that, overall, for the
case of Italy, the cultural frame has been predominantly employed. However, it is worth to
notice that although being predominant, it has not been employed to frame every topic.
Indeed, the lockdown has been framed both economically and politically, while the EU

intervention has been only economically framed.

To conclude, in order to facilitate the comparison with the case of the Netherlands the

relationship between the number of frames used and the number of total frames will be



presented in percentages. Hence, the cultural frames count for 50%, the economic for 36%

and the political for 14%.
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6. THE NETHERLANDS
This chapter will analyze the case of the Netherlands by following the same structure as the

previous case.

6.1 Background

The Netherlands was hit at a later stage by the pandemic and to a lesser degree than other
European countries, such as Italy and Spain (Darroch, 2020). While other EU governments
were taking hard measures, the Netherlands allowed the celebration for carnival in the
regions of Noord-Brabant, Limburg and Gelderland (Darroch, 2020). A few days later, on
February 27th, the first case was registered and on March 6th the first death (Darroch, 2020).
The first measure came on March 9th, consisting in a ban on hand shakes followed by a
negative travel advice for Italy (Darroch, 2020). The Netherlands was now in the so-called
Containment phase — preventing the virus from spreading— and Rutte banned public
gatherings of more than 100 people and encouraged people to work from home (Darroch,
2020). March 15th marked the date of the start of the Dutch intelligent lockdown — consisting
in the closure of schools, bars and restaurants; staying at home was not mandatory but
encouraged (Zuurbier, 2020). Rutte declared that the lockdown was designed to preserve
personal freedom and eventually create a wall of immunity (Darroch, 2020). By the end of
the month, the situation worsened, contact professions closed and a few days laters
universities’ students started their online education. The relaxation of the lockdown came on
May 6th when contact professions, librarians and driving instructors could reopen. Bars and
restaurants were granted reopening on June Ist with a limit of 30 guests. Face masks were not
mandatory unless in public transports and all the measures had to be applied with the 1.5
meters distance scheme (Darroch, 2020). Over the summer the situation stayed quite calm
until the beginning of October when after an exponential rise in the cases, the Netherlands

entered in the second wave and slowly implemented another lockdown.

6.2 The virus

When the virus reached the Netherlands, there were already some guidelines on how to deal
with the pandemic and some examples of how populist parties framed the pandemic. The soft
approach of the Dutch government favoured the populist agenda. In fact, populist parties
leveraged on the disastrous impact of Covid in southern European countries to criticize the
lack of Dutch restrictive measures (Akkerman, 2020). This section will analyze how the virus

was framed by looking at how they approached the threat of Covid and its nature.
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6.2.1 The threat of Covid

Populist parties took the opposing stand of the government and immediately started asking
for restrictive measures. Thierry Baudet asked for the suspension of flights from China
already in the beginning of February. In fact, he thoroughly criticized prime minister Rutte by
accusing of not being able to think ahead and argued that any individual normally capacitated
could have foreseen the spread of the virus in the Netherlands (Forum voor Democratie,
2020). Moreover, Baudet criticized the inefficiency and tardiness of Rutte’s job. He argued
that the more the time passed, the more restrictive measures should have been implemented
and, as a result, the more Rutte’s claim to protect the economy would reveal to be flawed
(Forum voor Democratie, 2020). Furthermore, Baudet asked to ban flights from high risk
countries such as Italy and Iran and denounced how “people with 40 °C fever could still

freely enter the country” by mid March (Forum voor Democratie, 2020).

Although referring to border protection, the cultural frame is not the predominant in this case.
At this stage, Baudet clearly used political frames to counter Rutte’s management. In fact, he
highlighted the inefficient work of the PM and the lack of action of the government in

preventing the spread of the virus.

6.2.2 The nature of the virus

During the course of the pandemic, the origin of the virus was widely attributed to a wet
market in Wuhan (Mizumoto et al, 2020). Some months after the outbreak, Baudet published
on his channel an interview with the US ambassador in the Netherlands talking about the
accountability and responsibility of the Chinese government in allowing the surge of a
pandemic (Thierry Baudet, 2020). The Chinese nature of the virus served Baudet a chance to
criticize globalization. Indeed, he argued that the Netherlands had been infected because of
the promotion of global interdependence and interconnectedness (Wondreys & Mudde,
2020). Baudet stressed how the Western reliance on Chinese supplies had been the main
cause of global contamination (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020). As a consequence, he called for a
revision of the supply chain in such a way to ensure western security and safety standards

(Thierry Baudet, 2020).

In this case, Baudet culturally framed the pandemic by criticizing the elites’ reliance on

Chinese products and thus the rejection of traditional market values and standards.
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Table 16
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
The threat of Covid X
The nature of the X
Virus
6.3 Lockdown

The tardiness and softness of the Dutch approach to the pandemic created fertile terrain for
the Dutch populist parties. This section will present an analysis on the framing of the
lockdown by looking at how they requested the lockdown and how they used schooling in

this process.

6.3.1 Request for a national lockdown

Populist parties started asking for harder measures. Their demand consisted of a hard
lockdown of “four weeks in order to avoid contact and the spread of Covid” (NOS, 2020).
Prime minister’s plan was to avoid a hard lockdown in order to preserve the economy as
much as possible (Darroch, 2020). However, Baudet argued that postponing the lockdown
would have resulted in worse economic outcomes (NOS, 2020). Moreover, they insisted on
the implementation of a lockdown in order to avoid the scenario of overcrowded hospitals
(NOS,2020). In fact, this could endanger the health and well being of the Dutch given that
they would not be able to be helped in case of car accidents, heart attacks or any other health
emergency. On the same line stood Wilders who adopted an even harder approach. PVV’s
leader attacked Rutte by twittering: “All Europe is in lockdown except for the Netherlands of
Rutte, because Rutte prefers to play with the lives of the people rather than saving them.

Dangerous man” (Wilders, 2020).

It is clear how in this case, Dutch populist parties predominantly used cultural frames. In
fact, they highlighted the risks that a missing lockdown could have on the safety of Dutch
people. It may therefore be argued that the cultural frames have been the most used. In fact,

both Wilders and Baudet addressed the importance of protecting the health of their people.

6.3.2 Schooling
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A further theme employed by Dutch populist parties to appeal to the public was schooling.
Their demands for a lockdown were mainly centered around the need to protect the children,
the Dutch students and their families (NOS, 2020). Their initial request for a temporary
closure of schools was rejected by the parliament. Therefore, Wilders encouraged the Dutch
parliament to, at least, lift the fine for not sending the children to school with the claim that
parents are entitled to decide whether to send their children to school and to protect them
(NOS, 2020). Baudet supported Wilders and stressed the importance of granting Dutch
parents the ‘freedom to decide whether to send their children to school or not” and ‘worry
about the real danger of their kids getting infected in schools’ (NOS, 2020). This freedom
was considered to be essential given that the health and safety of the whole family were

thereon dependent.

In this case, Dutch populist parties recurred to civil rights such as education and freedom in
order to culturally frame the governmental response to the pandemic. Moreover, they

leveraged on traditional institutions such as families to appeal to the public and challenge the

elite.
Table 17
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
Request for national X
lockdown
Schooling X

6.4 Lockdown — reopening
Soon after the lockdown was implemented, Dutch populist parties changed stand and called
for reopening. This section will analyze how PVV and FvD asked for reopening and how

they framed its announcement.

6.4.1 Request for reopening
Easing the lockdown has been central to populist agenda already after nearly one month from

its enforcement. Their demand was to reopen everything in order to allow the economy to
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function and not end up in an economic recession (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b). In this case, the

economic discourse is very clear. Baudet during a parliamentary speech on April 16th stated:

Every day counts. Especially for independent workers and small companies the
situation worsens very quickly. About 30% or 40% are failing, according to the latest
surveys. [...] Our economy is getting hit like never before. Companies are failing and

people are losing their jobs. (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b)

Moreover, Baudet called for a reopening by accusing the government of implementing
extremely strict measures that were damaging the economy and were risking one million jobs
in the catering sector (Akkerman, 2020). Finally, Baudet and Wilders requested the
government to start planning a reopening in order to ‘give the Dutch people perspective on

getting back their freedom and keeping their company or their job’ (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b).

Although rare cultural references to freedom, the request for reopening was definitely
economically framed. Baudet and Wilders repeatedly referred to money loss, unemployment

and failing companies to counter the pandemic management and thus challenge the elite.

6.4.2 Announcement of reopening

Prime Minister Rutte announced a gradual reopening through a press conference on May 6th,
2020. The reopening concerned mainly the hospitality sector and shops, but he stressed that
the conditions of the IC and cases had to allow it (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b). The day after,
Baudet strongly criticized the words pronounced by Rutte as he claimed they were confusing

and controversial. In fact, with regard to the possibility to ease the lockdown, Baudet stated:

[...], yesterday night he said multiple times — 7 million people heard it — “if this is still
possible”. But now you go further. You take three steps back. You say “perhaps
terraces will have to close again. Perhaps hair salons will have to take a step back.
Perhaps restaurants will not open.” Your words, mister president, have meaning. |...]
Yesterday’s signal was not “if it is possible”; the signal was “we will do it”. [...]
Today’s signal is a totally different one. You are taking three steps back. (Tweede
Kamer, n.d. b)
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With this statement Baudet criticized the efficacy of Rutte’s speech and policies. Indeed, he
claimed that he was confusing the Dutch people on how they would have to behave. He
requested a more coordinated and clear exit strategy. Therefore, it is clear that in this case

Baudet employed political frames to construct the public's view on Rutte’s management.

Table 18

Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames

Request for X

reopening

Announcement of X

reopening

6.5 EU Intervention
This paragraph will look at how populist parties framed the EU by analyzing how they dealt

with the initial negotiation for financial aid and later the recovery fund.

6.5.1 Negotiations for financial aid

Euroscepticism appeared in the populist agenda for the first time when the EU announced its
plan to create a rescue fund for the hardest hit member states. The request of the Southern
countries was to issue the so-called Eurobonds (Zuurbier, 2020). As soon as this idea spread,
PVV and FvD emphasized their Nexit position (Akkerman, 2020). Baudet worriedly
addressed the need to inhibit the EU from exploiting this situation to damage the Dutch

economy in favour of others. Indeed, he stated:

92 millions of EU money to Armenia, 87 millions to Moldavia. 190 millions to
Ukraine, 60 millions to Belarus and only 25 million to the Netherlands. This is not a
eurobond but these are other aid funds. [...] We need to prevent at every cost that
those 150 000 entrepreneurs fail — we cannot allow that — while eurobonds and other

measures pass. (Tweede Kamer, n.d. a)

Wilders held the same position. They both argued that the implementation of eurobonds

would have resulted in creating a situation where the wealthy northern countries ended up
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with debts in order to sustain the poor southerners (Zuurbier, 2020). Their chance to counter
the establishment vanished soon as Rutte refused to help Southern countries together with the

other three frugal countries — Denmark, Finland, and Sweden (Wondreys & Mudde, 2020).

Overall, it is clear that PVV and FvD economically framed the Eurobonds. Indeed, they
referred mainly to failing Dutch companies and the great cost and little advantage of

Eurobonds for the Dutch economy and citizens (Tweede Kamer, n.d. a).

6.5.2 Recovery fund

Euroscepticism re-took the scene when Rutte agreed to participate in the EU Recovery Fund.
As a EU member state the Netherlands had to contribute financially to this project. Already
during the negotiations, Wilders started accusing Rutte of giving away money to the EU and
southern economies rather than giving them to the Dutch people who were suffering and
losing their jobs (TheLvkrijger, 2020). When the deal was signed, Wilders Twittered: “Italian
Premier @GiuseppeContelT is very happy. He gets 82 billions as a gift — from our money—
while the Italians are three times richer than the Dutch. Because they never pay taxes. Now
we will pay them [...] (Wilders, 2020). Wilders frequently used taxes as a means to challenge
Rutte. He addressed how Rutte refused to postpone the deadline to pay taxes but signed to

give other countries money that will be repaid starting from 5 years (Tweede Kamer, n.d. c).

It is clear how Wilders economically framed the EU intervention and the recovery fund.
Although recurring to some xenophobic argument, Baudet and Wilders principally levareged
on the negative economic repercussions of EU deals on Dutch citizens. Wilders principally

juxtaposed the rising economic prosperity of European countries to the declining Dutch one.

Table 19
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
Negotiation for X
financial aid
Recovery plan X

6.6 Immigration
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Migrants play a central role in Wilders and Baudet’s agenda (Otjes, 2020). The pandemic
represented a very challenging time for Dutch populist parties as they recognized that
migrants could not be blamed for the spread of Covid and thus had to abandon this theme
(Akkerman, 2020). However, Wilders found the occasion to bring back migrants into his

agenda when the hospitals were in overcapacity.

6.6.1 Limited IC capacity

Although some random and rare anti-immigration claims, Dutch populist parties did not have
the chance to relate Covid to migrants. Wilders took the first chance possible around October
2020, by exploiting the lack of IC beds. In fact, on his twitter page, Wilders addressed how
non-western patients who cannot speak Dutch are occupying the precious IC beds (Tweet
Wilders, n.d.). Hence, he called for a parliamentary explanation on how this equal treatment

would affect the anti-Covid measures. Furthermore, Wilders twittered:

So the treatment and surgeries for Henk and Ingrid with cancer, strokes, and other
illnesses are being postponed because IC beds are mostly being occupied by
Mohammed and Fatima who do not speak our language and do not respect measures?

(Tweet Wilders, n.d.)

In this case, Wilders clearly shaped the pandemic management by using cultural frames. By
recurring to xenephobic arguments, he accused the government of unfairly treating the inner
and outer group equally. He highlighted how the Dutch people should have priority when it

comes to civil rights such as the right to be treated and have an IC bed.

Table 20
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
Restricted hospital X
capacity

6.7 General anti-Covid measures
To deal with the pandemic, there have been some internationally adopted measures such as
the mandatory use of face masks and the 1.5 meter distance. This section will look at how

PVV and FvD framed these measures.
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6.7.1 Face masks

The Netherlands took a different stand than most EU countries and did not make the use of
masks mandatory in the first wave. This decision has been highly criticized by populist
parties which made it a central request in their pandemic agenda. Having always advocated
their use, PVV and FvD strongly countered the decision of the Dutch government to send
face masks to China in February. Wilders accused the government of putting the Dutch
people at risk by shipping masks ‘three days after the WHO warned of a global lack of
protection instruments’ (Tweede Kamer, n.d. a). Baudet accused Rutte of having sent “all the

protective dispositives available in the Netherlands abroad’ (Tweede Kamer, n.d. a).

Hence, Baudet and Wilders used this event to address the governmental incapability of acting
in the interests of the people. In fact, they leveraged on the government’s misjudgement on
the need of face masks to shape the public's understanding of the pandemic management.
Therefore, face masks have been framed by employing political arguments such as the

inefficacy of the government.

6.7.2 Security distance

The security distance has been internationally adopted in order to curb the spread of the virus.
In contrast to face masks, the Netherlands followed this international trend. Yet, populist
parties countered this decision and advocated for its removal. Wilders always criticized this
measure as he claimed that social distancing was far more challenging to enforce than masks,
especially when it came to contact jobs and social habits such as grocery shopping (Tweede

Kamer, n.d. b). FvD member Hiddema during a parliamentary speech stated:

Living at 1.5 meter distance is not normal and never will be if it depends on the
Forum. People simply are social animals and social distancing does not fit therein.
People become extremely unhappy if they have to adapt to their normal behavior
practices that are against human nature. Why has it been decided for such a new

normality? (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b)

Especially due to Hiddema’s statement it may be argued that the negative consideration of
social distancing has been constructed through cultural frames. In fact, Hiddema stressed how

this measure was in contrast to human nature and people’s values, customs and traditions.
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Table 21
Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames

Face masks X
Security distance X

6.8 Conclusion

Table 22
Theme Cultural frames Economic frames Political frames
The virus X X
Lockdown X
Lockdown — X X
reopening
European Union XX
Immigration X
General anti-Covid X X
measures
TOTAL 5 3 3

This chapter has investigated how Dutch populist parties framed the governmental response
to the pandemic from its outbreak until the start of the second wave in October. As for the
previous case, the analysis consisted of six main topics, each analyzed through
country-specific subtopics. Out of eleven frames, five were cultural, three were economic and
three were political. Hence, the predominant frame employed by Dutch populist parties was
the cultural one. Besides being the most used in terms of proportions, the cultural frames
have been used in four out of the six subtopics — only the lockdown has been politically

framed and the EU intervention economically.



For this case, the percentages are: cultural 46%, and economic and political 27%.
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7. COMPARISON & DISCUSSION

7.1 Introduction

This study investigated the framing of the pandemic and it presented a case-by-case analysis
on Italy and the Netherlands aimed at establishing which frames were predominantly used by
populist parties. The results of the analysis show a predominance in the use of cultural
frames, with Italy using them in 50% of the cases and the Netherlands in 46%. Therefore,
among the three hypotheses, the first one best explains how populist parties framed the

pandemic.

It is worth noting that in both countries, populist parties have shown a controversial and
inconsistent approach to the pandemic. This behavior is in line with Mudde’s Us vs Them
dichotomy. Populist parties’ pandemic agenda are characterized by continuous changes in
their suggestion for pandemic management. This varied according to the policies
implemented by the government. Indeed, populists kept changing their opinion and requests
as a response to the measures implemented. For instance, populist parties in both countries
first asked for a lockdown and soon after it was implemented they asked to lift it. Moreover,
face masks are explanatory of this behavior as in Italy, where they were mandatory, populist
parties asked for their removal, and in the Netherlands, where they were not mandatory,
populist parties requested their mandatory use. This behavior proved Mudde’s definition of
populism as a thin-centered ideology (2013). As a matter of fact, the populist approach to the
governmental pandemic management does not follow a clear ideological line or clear values
and ideas. It is rather based on an anti-elite sentiment which makes them counter every
measure implemented with the main aim of appealing to the population and gaining their
support (Mudde, 2004). This may be considered as being in contrast with the predominance
of cultural frames employed to shape the pandemic. However, the fact that populist parties
recurred to cultural frames does not entail that they had a clear ideological line to follow.
Rather, they leveraged on a shared appreciative system to appeal to the norms, values and

ideas shared by the people in order to raise them against the elite.

Besides the similarities in behavior, the analysis has shown several similarities as well as
differences in populist framing (Table 22). This chapter will compare the findings on Italy
and the Netherlands, and it will discuss the predominance of the cultural frames over the

others. Specifically, it will outline the concordant and discordant points by conducting a
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per-topic comparison and discussion aimed at presenting how populists employed frames in

their pandemic agenda.

7.2 The Virus
The virus has been mainly culturally and politically framed in both countries. Although
showing a similar behavior and similar arguments, populist parties in the two countries used

the same frames but to construct different arguments.

Since the outbreak of the epidemic in China, populist parties have asked to ban incoming
flights to prevent the virus from spreading. In Italy this request was mainly culturally framed
by stressing the need to protect the Italian border and population and by leveraging on values
such as family. In the Netherlands, they employed border protection in order to shed light on
the inability of the government to deal with the pandemic. Indeed, Dutch populists mainly
employed political frames aimed at criticizing the inefficacy of the government in protecting

their people.

With regard to the nature of the virus, both Dutch and Italian populist politicians speculated
on its Chinese origin. In Italy, they mainly used political frames to highlight how the
government failed to protect the people notwithstanding year long warnings. On the other
hand, in the Netherlands, the virus’ Chinese origin was used to counter the Western economic

reliance on China and advocate for an economy based on Western values and standards.

7.3 Lockdown

How populist parties dealt with the lockdown is explanatory of their anti-elitarian sentiment.
In fact, their demands varied accordingly with the change of governmental measures. As soon
as the government implemented the lockdown they asked to lift it and vice versa. This
happened in both countries although the governments adopted very different lockdowns.
However, these requests were economically and politically framed in Italy, and culturally in

the Netherlands.

In Italy Salvini and Meloni had a very inconsistent approach to the lockdown. They initially
asked for its removal in the North, by stressing its negative economic consequences, and then
accused the government of being ineffective, due to their tardiness in enforcing a national

lockdown (Manucci, 2020). In the Netherlands, Baudet and Wilders mostly highlighted the
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need to protect the health of the people and their freedom and thus to enforce a stricter

lockdown.

7.4 Lockdown — reopening

Both in Italy and in the Netherlands, populist parties soon changed their mind and requested
to lift the lockdown. The request to lift the lockdown presents a wide range of frames.
However, economic frames were predominant. They both stressed the need to reopen in order
to preserve the economy and not risk unemployment and money loss. In this case they used

both different and similar frames.

The cultural frame was clearly used by Salvini when he asked for the reopening of churches
for Easter. The economic frame was employed in both countries, when they started
highlighting the disastrous consequences of the lockdown on companies and the economy,
and thus asked for a return to normality. Although employed to a lesser degree also in Italy,
the Netherlands made a strong use of the political frames. Indeed, Baudet held a
parliamentary speech solely aimed at criticizing the inefficacy of Rutte’s announcement of a

gradual reopening (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b).

7.5 EU intervention

EU intervention was framed economically in both countries. Although standing on opposing
stands, as one country was the one to be helped — Italy — and the other the one helping — the
Netherlands — populist parties have used the same frames to argue their opposing stands. In
fact, all the populist politicians considered in this thesis stressed the negative economic
consequences of the EU deals and leveraged on the fear of money loss and higher taxes.
Overall, they portrayed the EU as undermining national sovereignty and the economic
stability of their people and they thus manifested their nativist sentiments (Wondreys &
Mudde, 2020)

7.6 Immigration
Although poorly tackled, in both countries migration was employed to culturally frame the

response to Covid.

Migration was particularly left aside in the Netherlands given that they could not directly
relate it to Covid. However, Wilders employed it to culturally frame the lack of IC beds in
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hospitals by stressing how the right of healthcare of the Dutch citizens was being overturned
in order to cure infected migrants (Tweet Wilders, n.d.). In Italy, Meloni and Salvini
continuously juxtaposed the situation of the Italian citizens to the migrants, by stressing how

the latter had the right of movement and were responsible for the rise of cases.

7.7 General Anti-Covid Measures

General anti-Covid measures comprehend measures such as the 1.5 social distance, face
masks and the state of emergency. The first two have been analyzed for the case of the
Netherlands and the latter for the case of Italy. This has been the case as these were the
measures mostly debated in the two countries. These measures have been central in populist
pandemic agenda. The analysis has shown a predominant use of cultural frames, as both
countries have referred to traditional customs and civil rights to challenge the establishment

on the implementation of such measures.

Similar to the lockdown, these measures show how populist parties always adopt the
opposing stand of the establishment. In fact, in Italy, where masks were mandatory, Salvini
and Meloni strongly countered them and used cultural frames such as freedom of speech and
the violation of traditional salutes (La Stampa, 2020; Mari, 2020) . In the Netherlands, where
face masks were not mandatory, these were politically framed and used to highlight the

inability of the government to efficiently combat the pandemic (Tweede Kamer, n.d. a).

Moreover, cultural frames were employed in the Netherlands to criticize the 1.5 m. In fact,
this measure was claimed to be in contrast to human nature (Tweede Kamer, n.d. b). Also in
Italy, cultural frames were used by Meloni to criticize the government’s decision to extend
the state of emergency. Indeed, she accused Conte of planning to kill democracy. Salvini took
a different stand and mainly employed economic frames to counter this measure and stressed

its excessive costs for the Italian economy (La Stampa, 2020; Mari, 2020).

7.8 Results

As discussed, cultural frames have been predominantly used in both countries to shape the
pandemic. Indeed, cultural frames have been employed in 50% and in 46% of cases in Italy
and the Netherlands, respectively. The economic ones in Italy in 36% of cases and in the
Netherlands for 27%, while the political ones have been used respectively in the 14% and

27% of cases. This means that in both countries populist parties continuously referred to
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cultural notions, such as civil rights, personal and collective freedoms and traditional

customs, to construct an anti-elitarian public understanding of the Covid management.

The per-topic comparison has shown some similar and contrasting patterns regarding how
populist parties shaped the pandemic across the countries. Some topics have been framed in
both countries with the same category of frames, while some topics have been framed with
different categories. The virus has been politically and economically framed in both
countries. The lockdown has highlighted a significantly different use of frames, with Italy
using predominantly cultural frames and the Netherlands using both economic and political.
The reopening has shown a broad variety of frames, but with the predominance of the
economic ones. The economic frames have been widely employed also with regard to EU
intervention. Migration has been culturally shaped in both countries. Finally, the general

anti-Covid measures have shown a predominance of the cultural frames.

All in all, the overall predominance of the cultural frames is confirmed by the per-topic
analysis. Indeed, in both countries, cultural frames are present in four out of the six themes.
Populist parties in both countries did not recur to cultural frames in framing the EU
intervention. Moreover, these were not used to frame the lockdown in Italy and the lockdown

reopening in the Netherlands.

7.9 Limitations

Some limitations of this study should be noted. First, the length of this thesis prevented an
extensive and more detailed presentation and discussion of populists’ arguments. These could
have been investigated more in depth by, for example, taking into consideration additional
topics and/or sub-topics. Second, this thesis mainly analyzed the arguments of the party’s
leaders and may thus generalize populists’ behavior, approach and opinions. Finally,

the proximity in time of the phenomenon and the study is a further limitation due to a

shortage of academic studies on the topic.
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8. CONCLUSION

8.1 Conclusion

This thesis researched into the current political landscape in Italy and the Netherlands in
order to assess: How did populist parties frame the pandemic in the European Union?.
Overall, this research established the predominance of the cultural frames in the populist
framing of the pandemic. Specifically, this research found that populist parties recurred to
cultural values, such as civil rights, personal and social freedoms, religion, family and school,
to construct an anti-elitarian public understanding of the pandemic management. To reach
this conclusion, this thesis underwent several steps. First, academic debates on framing,
populism and pandemics have been presented. Second, the theoretical framework explored
how the three concepts are intertwined in today’s society, and outlined the three hypotheses —
each claiming the predominance of one type of frame in the populist framing of the
pandemic. Third, the research design presented the Congruence Analysis approach, the
different criteria employed to select the case studies and the populist parties, and how the
analysis was structured. The following two chapters analyzed the two case studies: Italy and
the Netherlands. These analyses were conducted according to pre-established themes: the
virus, the lockdown, the lockdown reopening, EU intervention, migration and general
anti-Covid measures. These chapters presented the main arguments and approaches of
populist parties in the two countries in analysis based on data collected through a
combination of speeches, journal articles, newspaper articles and social media posts. Finally,

the main findings have been compared and discussed.

This research contributed to the current academic literature on Covid-19 populism. This study
brought an example on how to analyze the impact of populism on the framing of the
pandemic in two EU countries: Italy and the Netherlands. Moreover, it employed numerous
theories and concepts related to framing and populism. This study revealed how populist
parties leveraged on an Us vs Them dichotomy to gain public consent. The pandemic has
been a great chance to challenge the elite and particularly to highlight a consistent divide
between the corrupt elite — playing and deciding for citizens’ life — and the people — the
victims and the ones to be defended. As argued by Mudde, populist parties tend to present
themselves as the voice of the people (2013). Both in Italy and the Netherlands, populist
parties presented themselves as the voice of the volonte generale and did so by constantly

challenging the political class. Moreover, populist parties in both countries proved the
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innovative argument proposed by Brubaker and Vieten regarding populist attitudes in times
of crisis (2020; 2020). According to Brubaker, populist tendency to exploit crises to their
advantage changed during the pandemic as they adopted an anti-crisis attitude and accused
the elite of exacerbating the crisis (2020). This behavior started in both countries when the
lockdown was imposed and from then on it has become a central point in populist agenda
(Brubaker, 2020). Indeed, claiming that the establishment was exaggerating the crisis allowed
them to constantly challenge the political class and shape the public's opinion regarding the
pandemic management. Therefore, through a predominant use of cultural frames, Italian and
Dutch populist parties constructed their own interpretation of the pandemic and of the
governements. Hence, they made use of framing to shape the people’s understanding and
interpretation of a phenomenon (Rein & Schon, 1993). The understanding of the pandemic
that they spread around was mutative but always centered around their main goal of
countering the government. Overall, the governmental response to Covid has been portrayed

as the enemy threatening the wellbeing of the people and thus the one to fight.

8.2 Recommendations

Further research may expand the reach of this study by investigating other EU countries. This
study has shown similar populist behaviors in countries with different economic conditions
and different developments of the pandemic. It would be relevant to verify if this has been
only a coincidence or if populism around the EU has approached the pandemic in the same
way. Moreover, further research may expand the topics analyzed in order to conduct an even
more in depth and detailed analysis. Finally, this research focused on the first wave, further
research may analyze populist attitudes in the following waves and eventually make a
comparison in order to assess whether there has been a change in behaviors both spatial and

temporal.
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