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POPULIST DICHOTOMY WE VERSUS THEY AND THE OUTBURST OF HATE 

SPEECH 2.0 IN THE ELECTORAL CAMPAIGN 

 

 

Viorica Păuș & Adriana Ştefănel51 

 

“Who’s voting for Ponta? The crows52,  

the outlaws, the corrupted, the disabled,  

mindless peasants, thieves, garbage,  

mafia, the interlopes.”53 

 

New technologies: between the democratization of the political sphere and the populist burst 

 

In the television era, politics has become a TV show, broadcasted in primetime and watched live 

by various groups within the general public, between a day-time entertainment programme and the 

evening movie. Citizens have been transformed into passive viewers, and their involvement in political 

and media space is reduced to the vote itself and to the audience’s measurement. 

Highly receptive to this state of affairs, politicians seek no more their legitimacy inside political 

parties, but rather in TV studios. Political careers are no longer at stake within the parties; it’s rather 

one’s presence in the spotlight, that’s more susceptible to attract notoriety, being increasingly preferred 

to a party’s slow pace. One’s value as a politician is not automatically associated with experience; a 

telegenic aspect becomes a benchmark. Political actors play their role thinking less ideologically and 

more about the fact that any deviation from the rules imposed by television will quite likely lead to their 

own exclusion from the political life. 

The need for TV-related exposure transforms politicians into actors and mere subjects to rules 

which, once overlooked, lead to marginalization. In order to survive and succeed in the traditional media 

public sphere, political actors must consider their actions as events that can be used by media. 

The Internet and the new technologies have changed this logic. Although the research on their influence 

on politics is yet to be developed, one issue is clear: an increasing participation of ordinary citizens in 

the agenda-setting. Virtually, anyone with a smart phone and Internet access can generate news.  

Although the enthusiasm is still high, especially among ordinary people, some voices in the 

academic world begin to draw attention to the fact that new technologies based on the aggregation of 

imagined communities (in the Andersonian sense of the concept) assault the very spirit of tolerance 

(Wodak, R et al., 2013, Wejnert, B & Woods, D, 2014, among others).  

The present paper, part of a larger project that includes the Facebook pages of all the candidates 

in the electoral campaign, aims to deconstruct, in a quantitative manner, the discursive structures used 

by the contributors/commentators on Klaus Iohannis’ Facebook page in order to sanction the Others, 

different and at the same time deviants, voters of Victor Ponta. 

We will focus our attention on hate speech acts in order to understand the populist approach of 

the 2.0 Klaus Iohannis’ Facebook page community. We will also try to deconstruct the Manichean 

identities created on this page: We (Good) versus They (Bad); and to highlight the violations of the 

democratic discourse within this community.  

 

                                                           
51 University of Bucharest Faculty of Journalism and Communication Studies 
52 Pejorative label for gipsies. 
53 Comment on Klaus Iohannis’ official Facebook page posted by  M** S** M** (anonym user) on 16 th of 

November 2014 at 03.05 



IJCCSEC, Volume 5, Issue 1, 2016 

 

53 
 

The Concept of Alterity. Using Alterity to Build Community 

The idea of ‘otherness’ is central to sociological analyses of how social identities are build 

through discourse. The sociologists are interested in the ways in which the notions of otherness are dealt 

with within the society. Bauman considers that the notion of otherness is central to the way in which 

societies establish categories of identity. He argues that identities are set up as dichotomies: woman is 

the other of man, animal is the other of human, stranger is the other of native, abnormality the other of 

norm, deviation the other of law-abiding, illness the other of health, insanity the other of reason, lay 

public the other of the expert, foreigner the other of state subject, enemy the other of friend (Bauman 

1991: 8). 

These dichotomies are conceived as being natural and so often, in everyday life, they are taken 

for granted and presumed to be natural. But social identities are not natural. They represent a socially 

established order – a hierarchy where certain groups are acknowledged as being superior to other 

groups.   

Max Weber insists, in his book Economy and Society, on the catalytic role of the Other for the 

community. The sense of community develops only if a common danger arises. Paradoxically, the Other 

creates the community. It is what causes individuals to ignore differences and focus on similarities. 

Facing the Other, different individuals become an Us, a community. 

In addition to this, the Other gives meaning to ambiguous or difficult situations. The simplicity 

of the explanatory model built around the Other assures its popularity. The events are reduced to the 

same principle – this was caused by the Other. All the bad stuff in a society – poverty, misery, crises, 

wars, unemployment, diseases, drugs, immorality, pornography and so on – appears as genuine by-

products of the Other. In this way, the Other provides an explanation to misfortunes faced by people and 

societies in general. The solution is simple, the disappearance of the Other. 

On discursive level, The Other is otherwise, different, sometimes not entirely human. The Other 

has different habits, speaks another language, worship other gods, and therefore negatively arouses 

feelings. The Other can sometimes be admired, one may refer to it as a model, but it most often serves 

to mark a distinction and highlight one’s own cultural landmarks (Boia, 62004:6). 

Research questions and corpus of analysis54 

Considering the above, we intend to analyse how 2.0 identities are built during the electoral 

campaign; the social representation of the contenders and their voters. In order to do that, we will use 

the Romanian president’s, Klaus Iohannis, Facebook page during the last week prior the elections, in 

November 2014. In order to understand how those identities are built and to what extent the propaganda 

techniques (Rosca, L. 2006) might be employed in the 2.0 politics, we will find the answers to a set of 

six questions, displayed in the table below: 

 

Research questions Klaus Iohannis Victor Ponta 

The candidate’s image Q1.1 representations on Klaus 

Iohannis  

Q1.1 representations on Victor Ponta  

His political 

supporters’ image 

Q2.1  representations of Klaus 

Iohannis’s supporters 

Q2.1  representations of Victor 

Ponta’s supporters 

His voters’ image Q3.1 representations of Klaus 

Iohannis’s voters 

Q3.1 representations of Victor 

Ponta’s voters 

                                                           
54 The research was carried out, as part of a post-doctoral fellowship, by Adriana Ştefănel at the ICUB-

University of Bucharest Institute of Research, 2015-2016, Romania. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Modernity-Ambivalence-Zygmunt-Bauman/dp/0745612423
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The research method is the quantitative text analysis, applied to a corpus of 316 comments 

posted on Klaus Iohannis’ Facebook page, between November 12th and November 16th, 2014, comments 

that generated 83,961 likes within 3,056 replies. For each post of the candidate, we selected the most 

popular (number of likes) 30 comments, having reached an initial total of 390 comments; 80% of them 

(81.02%) being useful to our analysis. The distribution of these comments for each research questions 

can be found in the table below: 

 

Research questions Klaus Iohannis (Q*.1) Victor Ponta (Q*.2) 

comments Likes comments Likes 

no. Mean no. mean 

The candidate’s image 

(Q1.*) 

87 29998 344,80 57 24447 428,89 

His political supporters’ 

image (Q2.*) 

9 6000 666,67 28 3594 128,35 

His voters’ image (Q3.*) 160 38311 239,44 25 2835 113,40 

 

As shown in the table above, most of the comments include self-references to Klaus Iohannis 

voters. Quite interestingly, Klaus Iohannis supporters’ new reviews generate the highest average number 

of likes (666.67 likes on average, for each of the nine posts); 33 comments (10.46%) include 

dichotomies, the most common being the one between the two candidates’ voters (10 comments). Only 

five comments set the two candidates in opposition. 

Summary of findings 

Q1.1. Klaus Iohannis’ image in the comments posted on his official Facebook page, in the last week of 

the second round of elections 

Out of 87 comments within the corpus of analysis, over a third of them (33, adding up to 15,090 

likes) include references to the function of the president. To summarize: these comments express the 

idea that Iohannis should become president because he looks and acts like a president, as opposed to 

Victor Ponta, totally inappropriate for this dignity. 

In addition, Klaus Iohannis is associated with the following attributes: 

 

Attributes of Klaus Iohannis Frequency No of likes 

Gentleman 8 317 

Country’s last hope  7 656 

Change for the better 6 935 

German 6 570 

Capable 5 207 

Loved (by the people) 5 232 

Respected (by the people) 5 363 

Speaks a good language 4 233 

(more) Romanian (then) 4 384 

Non-conflictual 3 158 

Non-offensive 3 158 

Man (manly) 2 456 
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As reflected in the list below, the attributes subsumed by a populist imaginary (last hope, an 

alternative to the current unbearable situation, loved by the people, virile/manly) attracted most likes 

from the virtual community. His Otherness is also built in a populist key (Stefanel, 2016). His ethnicity 

(other than Romanian) is, paradoxically, a further argument in his favour: He is different than those who 

are ruling the country now, but far more Romanian than these Romanian guys; as Romanian as those 

Romanian fellows working abroad, yet devoted to their native country (Diaspora label self-assumed by 

those who support him in the virtual environment). 

Q1.2 Victor Ponta’s image in the comments on his opponent’s official Facebook page, in the last week 

of the second round of elections 

Following the same populist-reductionist logic, Victor Ponta's image in the comments on the 

official Facebook page of his contender is built in complete opposition; he is associated with the Evil 

oppressing the country, hindering people’s intentions to vote and even force them to go working abroad. 

In contrast with Iohannis, who is loved by the people, Victor Ponta unites Romanians against him; he is 

not respected. Also, in opposition to Klaus Iohannis, who seems to represent the country's future, Victor 

Ponta is anchored in the Communist past (communist, Securitate, etc.), and he is strongly associated 

with the non-democratic deeds of those first post-revolutionary years (bribing voters, stealing votes, 

etc.) 

Victor Ponta's associated attributes are summarized in the table below: 

 

Attributes associated with Victor Ponta Frequencies Likes 

Liar 15 7954 

Let’s unite the people against him 9 746 

Thief 8 742 

He humiliates people 7 2937 

Briber 4 2654 

Coward 3 201 

 

In total opposition to the male virility and attraction attributed to Iohannis, Victor Ponta is 

caricaturised, being associated with cartoon characters (Mickey Mouse, Pinocchio) and apparently 

emasculated. Even if in real life he is very tall, in one of the comments he is called dwarf, this referring 

rather to his moral stature. In addition, he is associated with the disease (Ebola infection), with unlawful 

activities (thief, jailbird, injury), yet he is also fearful and coward; obviously, totally inadequate for a 

presidential candidate. 

Q2.1. The image of Klaus Iohannis’ voters in the comments posted on his official Facebook page, in the 

last week of the second round of elections 

The comments on his official Facebook page make no reference to Klaus Iohannis’s political 

supporters. Neither the Liberal National Party as a whole, nor the Party’s leaders were mentioned by 

those who post comments on this page. In a clearly populist logic, between the leader and the people 

(the good part of it) nothing interferes. 

Klaus Iohannis is only associated with two (or three, if some cases) Kings of Romania: Carol I; 

Ferdinand (and Michael). Although the combination is strictly ethnic, Carol II is conveniently left out 

due to his controversial personality and its constitutional slippages. 
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The call to the people, for them to rise against the oppressing elites, is also present in the 

comments analysed.  For example, a comment recording over 1,000 likes includes the following 

paragraph: 

I hope that Iohannis will not disappoint us and mingle with other politicians, but he will 

remain with the people. He must not forget that he was chosen by the people, and the people 

will take him down if he forgets his promises! The people endorse his campaign, not the 

politicians, not the party! 

Another populist dichotomy that appears in the comments and shapes the image of Klaus 

Iohannis’ supporters is the one between Internet (seen as a space of freedom of speech), and TV stations, 

traditional media as a whole, the latter being arguably controlled by an economic power in direct 

relationship with the political one. 

Q2.2 The image of Victor Ponta's supporters in the comments on his opponent’s official Facebook page, 

in the last week of the second round of elections 

A populist key is also used in the presentation of Victor Ponta’s supporters. He is generally 

supported by: 

Landlords with wide collars and thieves who plundered the country in pursuit of wealth ... 

They have cut down our trees and they took us the right to breathe clean air, they poisoned 

our water with cyanide, they sold our rich mountain’s natural resources heritage left by our 

ancestors, they destroyed our industry, the agriculture, our factories and mills were sold for 

scrap ... They humiliated us and made us slaves on our land and destroyed our 

reputation[…]55 

The association with the Social Democratic Party is very strong and has a demonizing effect. 

The ultimate argument that he is not suitable as a president derives precisely from this element, where 

he is associated with Securitate (the former communist secret police and some post-communist 

structures), with those who called the miners (in 1990 and later on) and the Mafia. 

On the election day, the dichotomy between Victor Ponta’s supporters and the people is 

illustrated with comments reminiscent of the uprising of 1907: 

In Turnu Magurele, Teleorman, on Dragnea’s land, the people shout: "Down with 

communism!" That is the true victory! Congratulations, Iohannis! Congratulations, 

Romanian!56 

But also with the revolutionary moment of 1989: 

Only in ‘89 the Romanians came out in the streets!!! This is the end of the communist era! 

Congratulations and good luck!!! (...) The Romanians are coming to vote to get rid of the 

new Communist regime!!! Vote for freedom and democracy, ELECT IOHANNIS!!!!57 

Besides a collective figure of the Evil elite subsumed by communist:  FSN -Securitate -PDSR - 

PSD, same s**t, different names58, there are a number of political figures associated with Victor Ponta, 

                                                           
55 Comment on Klaus Iohannis’ official Facebook page posted by A** M** (anonym user) on 15 th November 

2014 at 19.30 
56 56 Comment on Klaus Iohannis’ official Facebook page posted by C** A** (anonym user) on 16th November 

2014 at 20.43 
57 Comment on Klaus Iohannis’ official Facebook page posted by S** M** I** (anonym user) on 16 th November 

2014 at 14.27 
58 Comment on Klaus Iohannis’ official Facebook page posted by L** B** (anonym user) on 14th November 

2014 at 20.11 
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whose image reflects on his: Teodor Melescanu, the minister of Foreign Affairs, accused of having 

poorly organized the voting process abroad, with the aim of tipping the scale towards Ponta’s advantage; 

Liviu Dragnea, Ponta’s campaign coordinator, also a bigwig in one of the poorest regions in the country, 

repeatedly accused of plotting towards rigging the elections (unproven allegations); Adrian Nastase, the 

former Romanian prime minister whom Traian Basescu ultimately defeated in the presidential election 

race, 10 years ago, and who was sent to prison for crimes related to the electoral processes; Daciana 

Sarbu and her father, both accused of corruption (unproven allegations); other local leaders of PSD, 

either disreputable and/or prosecuted by the National Anticorruption Direction. 

Q3.1 The image of Klaus Iohannis’ voters in the comments on his official Facebook page, in the last 

week of the second round of elections 

More than half (50.63%) of the comments in the corpus include self-references to Iohannis’ 

voters group. They see themselves as: 

 

Attributes Frequencies Likes 

Diaspora 72 9478 

Sacrificial spirit 28 583 

Youth  26 3646 

Revolutionary 20 1274 

Many (all those good) 12 6780 

True Romanians 9 520 

Educated 6 1891 

Heroes 2 7167 

 

Diaspora, as a defining element for Klaus Iohannis’ voters, appears in two contexts: either the 

Romanian citizens abroad assume the voice of the diaspora as a whole or the Romanian citizens 

respectfully refer to the sacrifice of those who voted/did not vote. The recurrent theme in these comments 

is their sacrifice: forfeiting a day of rest, the specific costs incurred by repairing the car that got them to 

the place where they could vote (the Embassy) or the supreme sacrifice – leaving the country, 

abandoning their loved ones, but never giving up hope. Those who had made this sacrifice had a vision 

that they share not only online but also to future generations: 

I was asked by my 3 years old son why were we staying in the cold, for many hours, in front 

of the Consulate, why were we not going home... I said to him that in a few years he would 

not be forced anymore to sit among strangers and that we could change that by voting on 

that day.59 

Some other features that Iohannis' voters assign to themselves are their youth, their beauty, their 

education, and their moral values, in contrast with the moral decrepitude of Victor Ponta’s voters. 

Q3.2 The image of Victor Ponta’s voters in the comments on his opponent’s official Facebook page, in 

the last week of the second round of elections 

As it results from comments posted on Klaus Iohannis official Facebook page, those voting for 

Victor Ponta are not just old but also fall for physical and moral decrepitude: they are either Communists 

or they sell their children's future in exchange for electoral freebies (gifts such as: oil and flour). 

Sometimes, they are explanations (ultimately, they are one's parents, one who is voting for Iohannis) 

                                                           
59 Comment on Klaus Iohannis’ official Facebook page posted by D** P**  (anonym user) on 16 th November 

2014 at 19.17 

 



IJCCSEC, Volume 5, Issue 1, 2016 

 

58 
 

but who often are blamed. In any event, not letting them vote becomes a heroic act.  Quantitatively 

depicted, their image is as follows: 

 

Attribute Frequency Likes 

Old 12 883 

Uneducated 9 415 

Bribed 7 1750 

Those who can’t (do, think, 

work, etc.)  

7 281 

Marginalised 6 141 

Unaware 3 109 

 

In total opposition with Klaus Iohannis’ voters, Ponta’s ones are uneducated, marginalized or, 

at best, irresponsible (not conscious yet). 

Partial conclusions of the study 

Annoyed by the traditional media’s alternative discourses, disappointed by the political 

compromises in traditional politics, the citizens search within the on-line sphere for consonance and 

ideological unity60. From this to the exclusion of the Other and his metamorphosis into the Enemy is 

just a small step. In the on-line environment, free from formal censorship and informal rules, this step 

is easy to take. Our hypothesis is that, during highly conflictual and symbolically loaded moments of 

the electoral campaign, the on-line world gets transformed into a space of segregation, of hate speech 

and populist dichotomies, rather than into a space of dialogue. 
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