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Abstract

This article examines the relationship between nationalist political language and the
transformation of democratic legitimacy through an interdisciplinary framework that
integrates political theory, discourse analysis, and political psychology. While existing
research on democratic backsliding has primarily focused on institutional dynamics,
this study emphasizes the constitutive role of language in reshaping perceptions of
authority and trust. The research employs a qualitative comparative discourse analysis
of political speeches delivered by prominent leaders from Romania, France, Hungary,
Italy, and the United States. The analysis identifies four recurrent discursive
mechanisms: semantic polarization, pronominal identity construction, metaphorical
framing, and moral dichotomization. The findings demonstrate that these mechanisms
collectively shift legitimacy from procedural and institutional foundations toward
identity-based and affectively mediated forms of authority. This transformation
generates expectation inflation and contributes to cycles of legitimation crisis and
declining institutional trust. The article contributes to the literature by conceptualizing
democratic backsliding as a discursive and psychological process, and by highlighting
the educational implications of these dynamics. It argues that critical discursive
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competence and media literacy are essential for strengthening democratic resilience in
contemporary societies.

Keywords: nationalist political discourse; democratic legitimacy; institutional trust;
political psychology; discourse analysis

Introduction

In recent years, democratic systems have increasingly been challenged
not only by institutional pressures but also by transformations in political
language. Across diverse political contexts, nationalist and populist discourses
have gained prominence, reshaping the way political authority is justified and
contested. These developments raise important questions about the nature of
democratic legitimacy and the mechanisms through which it is constructed,
maintained, or eroded.

While much of the existing literature on democratic backsliding focuses
on institutional dynamics, less attention has been paid to the role of language as
a constitutive force in the reconfiguration of legitimacy. Political discourse does
not merely reflect ideological positions; it actively shapes perceptions of
authority, belonging, and trust. In particular, nationalist political language
mobilizes identity, emotion, and symbolic boundaries in ways that may shift
legitimacy away from procedural and institutional foundations toward more
personalized and identity-based forms.

This article explores the relationship between nationalist political
language and the psychology of democratic legitimacy through an
interdisciplinary approach that combines political theory and qualitative
discourse analysis. It advances the argument that contemporary nationalist
discourse contributes to a transformation of legitimacy structures by privileging
identity-based narratives, amplifying collective expectations, and facilitating
processes associated with democratic backsliding.

To investigate these dynamics, the study analyzes a comparative corpus
of political speeches delivered by prominent leaders from different democratic
contexts. The analysis focuses on recurring discursive mechanisms - such as
semantic polarization, pronominal identity construction, metaphorical framing,
and moral dichotomization - and examines their role in reshaping the
foundations of democratic legitimacy.

The article is structured as follows. The first section develops the
theoretical framework, integrating perspectives on legitimacy, political
authority, national identity, and democratic resilience. The second section
outlines the methodological approach and the selection of the empirical corpus.
The third section presents the comparative discourse analysis, followed by a
discussion of the implications for democratic stability and institutional trust.
The final section highlights the educational relevance of these findings,
emphasizing the role of critical thinking and media literacy in sustaining
democratic resilience.
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These transformations are not only politically significant but also carry
important educational implications. Understanding how political language
shapes perceptions of legitimacy becomes essential for developing critical
thinking, media literacy, and democratic awareness in contemporary societies.

This article contributes to the literature by conceptualizing nationalist
political language as a transnational mechanism of legitimacy transformation,
integrating discursive, psychological, and institutional perspectives.

Theoretical foundations: democratic legitimacy and political authority

Democratic legitimacy as a dynamic and discursive process

Democratic legitimacy is not a fixed attribute of political authority, but
a socially attributed and continuously negotiated quality (Levi, Sacks, & Tyler,
2009; Beetham, 1991). Claimed by law, political science, sociology and
political philosophy, legitimacy designates the recognized right to govern,
grounded not merely in procedural compliance but in social acknowledgment.
It is therefore not an intrinsic property of institutions, but a relational construct
sustained through collective recognition.

In democratic societies, legitimacy is inherently dynamic. Social order
requires constant validation through public consent and normative alignment,
particularly in pluralistic contexts characterized by competing values and
identities. For the purposes of this article, legitimacy is understood as the
validation of a social order in which consensually assumed principles and
norms function effectively for the public good.

This definition integrates three interrelated dimensions:

- normative legitimacy (alignment with democratic values such as pluralism
and rule of law);

- procedural legitimacy (compliance with institutional and constitutional
mechanisms);

- perceptive legitimacy (public recognition and institutional trust).

A crucial distinction must be maintained between legality and
legitimacy. While legality refers to conformity with formal procedures,
legitimacy involves broader social recognition of the moral and political right to
exercise authority. Democratic systems may therefore experience legitimacy
deficits even when institutional processes remain formally intact.

This dynamic understanding of legitimacy is inseparable from its
discursive dimension. Political authority is not sustained solely through
institutions but through language. Discursive practices shape perceptions of
authority, belonging and trust, transforming abstract principles into socially
meaningful realities (Goudenhooft, 2014; Fairclough, 1995). Legitimacy is thus
continuously constructed, reaffirmed, or contested through symbolic and
communicative processes that mediate the relationship between rulers and
ruled.



S. C. Fer, G. Goudenhooft, and C. Ungur-Brehoi / JPER, 2026, 34(1), May, 7-25

National unity and the symbolic construction of political identity

Modern democratic legitimacy is inseparable from the symbolic and
constitutional construction of national unity. The state is not merely a legal
apparatus but a political community organized around shared narratives,
institutional norms, and foundational principles that define collective
belonging.

In most democratic constitutional frameworks, unity is embedded
through provisions that define sovereignty, territorial integrity and political
identity, thereby transforming cohesion into both a juridical and symbolic
principle. National unity thus operates simultaneously as a legal guarantee and
a legitimizing narrative, anchoring political authority in a collective “we”. This
form of collective identification is closely linked to broader patterns of social
cohesion that sustain political communities (Marian et al., 2024).

Following Anderson (1983), nations can be understood as “imagined
communities”, sustained through shared symbols, narratives, and collective
memory (Smith, 1991). Members of a nation perceive themselves as part of a
common political destiny despite the absence of direct interaction. This process
generates a form of we-consciousness, through which individuals recognize one
another as belonging to the same political community.

Legitimacy is reinforced through symbolic practices, foundational
myths, public rituals, and institutional ceremonies that transform factual
authority into recognized authority. These processes produce what may be
termed symbolic compliance, consolidating the link between political authority
and collective identity.

However, national identity possesses an inherent duality. As Habermas
(1996) argues, the nation has a “Janus face”: one oriented inward, fostering
solidarity and cohesion, and another oriented outward, marking boundaries
between “us” and “others”. The same symbolic mechanisms that generate unity
simultaneously produce differentiation and exclusion.

In democratic contexts, this dual structure can reinforce diffuse support
for constitutional principles (Easton, 1965, 1975) by strengthening collective
identification with the political community. However, when nationalist
discourse intensifies the boundary-making dimension, transforming political
difference into moral exclusion, the outward-looking face becomes dominant.
Under such conditions, legitimacy shifts from constitutional mediation toward
identity-based affirmation, narrowing the space of pluralism and redefining the
foundations of political authority.

Populism, resilience and the cycle of legitimation crisis

Contemporary populist discourse introduces a significant shift in the
structure of democratic legitimacy. Rather than grounding authority in
procedural-institutional frameworks, populist narratives promote a majoritarian
and identity-based conception of legitimacy centered on the “authentic people”.
As Miller (2016) argues, populism is inherently anti-pluralist, claiming
exclusive moral representation and delegitimizing both political opposition and
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institutional mediation. Also, populist narratives promote a majoritarian and
identity-based conception of legitimacy (Muller, 2016; Mudde, 2004). This
dynamic is further reinforced by personalized political networks and informal
alliances that strengthen leader-centered legitimacy (Kacziba & Murényi,
2026).

This transformation can be further understood through Easton’s
distinction between diffuse and specific support (Easton, 1965, 1975). While
diffuse support reflects generalized attachment to democratic principles,
specific support depends on perceived policy performance. Populist discourse
reanchors diffuse support in identity-based narratives rather than constitutional
norms, thereby temporarily suspending performance-based evaluation.

At the same time, identity-based legitimacy generates expectation
inflation. Political actors promise restoration of sovereignty, dignity and moral
order, creating emotionally charged expectations that are structurally difficult to
fulfill within complex democratic systems. In Habermas’s (1975) terms, this
dynamic produces conditions for a legitimation crisis, as normative
expectations increasingly diverge from institutional performance.

From a psychological perspective, identity-based legitimacy does not
eliminate output legitimacy but displaces it (Tyler, 2006). When performance
fails to meet expectations, symbolic identification gives way to frustration,
ressentiment, and distrust, deepening legitimacy deficits.

In this context, administrative resilience becomes a critical mediating
variable. Defined as the capacity of political and administrative systems to
absorb shocks while maintaining functional coherence and democratic values,
resilience determines whether crises lead to adaptation or erosion. When
institutions demonstrate adaptability and procedural consistency, legitimacy
can be sustained despite systemic stress. Conversely, institutional fragility
accelerates delegitimization and reinforces trajectories of democratic
backsliding (Bermeo, 2016; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that democratic backsliding is
not merely an institutional phenomenon but a discursive and psychological
process. As Levi et al. (2009) emphasize, legitimacy ultimately rests on
perceived fairness and recognition. When discursive practices delegitimize
institutions and redirect authority toward identity, they weaken this foundation.
Nationalist political language thus functions as a catalyst in a broader cycle: it
shifts legitimacy from institutions to identity, amplifies expectations, and
ultimately contributes to both institutional erosion and public disillusionment.

Objective
This study employs a qualitative, comparative discourse analysis to
examine the way through which nationalist political language contributes to the

reconfiguration of democratic legitimacy. The methodological approach is
interpretative and interdisciplinary, combining elements of political discourse
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analysis, rhetorical analysis and concept-driven inquiry grounded in political
theory (Fairclough, 1995; van Dijk, 1997).

Method

Research design

The research follows a qualitative comparative design based on
purposive case selection. The objective is not statistical generalization but
analytical generalization, identifying recurring discursive mechanisms that
illustrate broader transformations in legitimacy structures.

The analysis is guided by the theoretical framework developed in
Section 2, particularly the concepts of identity-based legitimacy, discursive
delegitimization and legitimation crisis. This theory-driven approach ensures
coherence between conceptual foundations and empirical interpretation.

This article contributes to the literature by integrating discursive,
psychological, and institutional perspectives on legitimacy, and by
conceptualizing nationalist political language as a transnational mechanism of
legitimacy transformation.

Corpus selection

The corpus consists of political speeches delivered by six prominent
political actors from different democratic contexts: George Simion and Calin
Georgescu (Romania), Marine Le Pen (France), Viktor Orban (Hungary),
Giorgia Meloni (Italy), and Donald Trump (United States).

The selected materials include campaign speeches, public addresses and
politically salient statements including televised debates and media events
(Euronews, 2025) delivered in high-visibility contexts. The selection was
guided by the following criteria:

Thematic relevance: explicit reference to national identity, sovereignty and
political authority;

Public visibility: speeches with significant media dissemination or political
impact;

Discursive density: presence of identifiable rhetorical and ideological patterns;
Comparability: inclusion of actors from diverse political systems to capture
both variation and convergence.

This corpus allows for the identification of transnational discursive
patterns while preserving contextual specificity.

Analytical framework
The analysis is structured around four key discursive dimensions,
operationalized as analytical categories:
= Lexical fields and semantic polarization - identification of ideologically
charged vocabularies and oppositional semantic structures;
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= Pronominal strategies and identity construction - examination of how
collective identities are constructed through pronouns such as “we” and
“they”;

= Metaphorical framing and emotional intensification - analysis of figurative
language and affective amplification;

= Moral dichotomies and discursive simplification - identification of binary
moral structures that reduce political complexity.

These categories are derived from established approaches in discourse
analysis (Fairclough, 1995; Charteris-Black, 2011) and are interpreted in
relation to the theoretical model proposed in this study, particularly the shift
from procedural to identity-based legitimacy.

Analytical strategy

The analytical process follows an interpretative logic, combining close
reading of texts with concept-driven coding. Discursive elements are not treated
as isolated linguistic features but as components of broader meaning structures
that contribute to the construction of political legitimacy.

Particular attention is given to how language:
« constructs collective identity (we-consciousness);
« delineates symbolic boundaries between in-group and out-group;
o delegitimizes institutional actors or procedures;
o redefines key democratic concepts such as “people”, “sovereignty” and

“democracy”.

Rather than measuring frequency, the analysis prioritizes interpretative
depth, focusing on how discursive patterns function within specific political
contexts.

Limitations

This study is subject to several limitations. First, the qualitative nature
of the analysis does not allow for statistical generalization. Second, the corpus
is limited to a small number of political actors and selected speeches, which
may not fully capture the diversity of nationalist discourse. Third, the analysis
focuses primarily on textual and rhetorical features, without incorporating
audience reception or quantitative data.

However, these limitations are offset by the study’s aim of providing a
theoretically informed and conceptually rich understanding of the relationship
between political language and democratic legitimacy.

Empirical analysis: lexical and rhetorical construction of nationalist discourse

The empirical analysis reveals a consistent set of discursive
mechanisms through which nationalist political language contributes to the
reconfiguration of democratic legitimacy. Across different political contexts,
these mechanisms operate through semantic polarization, identity construction,
emotional intensification, and moral simplification, generating a coherent
pattern of legitimacy transformation.

13
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This section examines a corpus of political speeches delivered by
George Simion and Calin Georgescu (Romania), Marine Le Pen (France),
Viktor Orban (Hungary), Giorgia Meloni (Italy) and Donald Trump (United
States). The selected excerpts illustrate recurring discursive mechanisms
through which nationalist political language contributes to the reconfiguration
of democratic legitimacy.

Lexical fields and semantic polarization

Nationalist discourse systematically employs polarized lexical fields
structured around oppositional semantic pairs such as “people” versus “elite,”
“nation” versus “globalists” or “sovereignty” versus “external control.” These
semantic structures are not merely descriptive but evaluative, attributing moral
legitimacy to the in-group while delegitimizing institutional actors and external
influences.

For example, references to “corrupt elites”, “foreign interference” or
“betrayal of national interests” construct a narrative in which institutional
authority is framed as morally suspect. Conversely, the “people” are presented
as authentic, unified, and morally superior.

This pattern of semantic polarization simplifies political reality while
reinforcing symbolic boundaries. It reduces complex institutional dynamics to
morally charged oppositions, thereby facilitating the reinterpretation of
legitimacy in identity-based terms.

The global reach of this nationalist-populist framing for Donald Trump
was validated by massive digital engagement, with NBC News recording 10
million YouTube views of the inaugural address and a single Facebook
transcript of the speech generating nearly 30,000 supportive comments,
effectively transforming political discourse into a globally shared media event

Interpretative link: These patterns illustrate how nationalist discourse
restructures legitimacy by privileging identity over institutional frameworks,
confirming the shift from procedural to identity-based legitimacy outlined in
Section 2.

Table 1. Semantic polarization patterns in nationalist discourse

Political In-group construction Out-group Key lexical Source
Actor construction markers

Donald “the people”, “forgotten ~ “corrupt people vs elite  Trump, 2017
Trump Americans” establishment”
Viktor “Hungarian nation” “Brussels nation vs EU Orbéan, 2018
Orban bureaucrats”
MarineLe  “French people” “globalist elites” nation vs Le Pen, 2022
Pen globalism
Giorgia “our people”, “our “system”, identity vs Meloni, 2022
Meloni identity” “technocrats” system
George “Romanians” “outsiders” nation vs Simion, 2023
Simion external
Calin “the people” “the system” people vs Georgescu,
Georgescu system 2022
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The Table 1 highlights the consistency of semantic polarization across
different political contexts. Despite variations in language and national setting,
all cases rely on a binary lexical structure that assigns moral legitimacy to the
in-group while delegitimizing institutional or external actors.

This recurring pattern supports the argument that nationalist discourse
reconfigures legitimacy by shifting it from procedural and institutional
foundations toward identity-based and morally framed constructions of
authority.

Pronominal strategies and identity construction

A central mechanism in nationalist political discourse is the strategic
use of pronouns to construct collective identity and redefine the boundaries of
political legitimacy. The opposition between “we” and “they” functions not
necessarily as a linguistic device, but as a core structure through which political
communities are symbolically constituted.

Box 1. Discursive functions of pronominal strategies in nationalist political language

Core mechanism:

“We” — constructs a unified, legitimate and morally superior political subject
“They”” — designates external, illegitimate or morally suspect actors

Key functions:

Inclusion: reinforces collective identity and shared belonging (we-consciousness)
Exclusion: positions opponents outside the legitimate political community
Boundary-making: defines symbolic limits between “us” and “others”

Legitimation: attributes authority to the in-group while delegitimizing institutional or
political adversaries

Discursive effect:

e  Transforms political competition into moral differentiation
e Relocates legitimacy from institutional procedures to identity-based identification

This discursive mechanism can be formalized as follows:
“We”— legitimate, authentic, unified political subject
“They” — illegitimate, external, or morally inferior actors

Through this structure, political actors transform abstract constituencies
into emotionally cohesive communities, reinforcing a shared sense of
belonging.

For example, Giorgia Meloni frequently employs inclusive
formulations such as “we are a people who will not surrender,” constructing a
unified national subject defined by resilience and shared identity (Meloni,
2022). Similarly, Donald Trump repeatedly invokes “we, the people” in
contrast to “they” as the political establishment, reinforcing a moral and
political divide (Trump, 2017). In the Romanian context, George Simion uses
expressions such as “we Romanians” to emphasize collective unity against
perceived external or internal threats (Simion, 2023). This pronominal divide is
actively internalized by the audience; during the Simion-Dan debate, which
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garnered 1.7 million YouTube views, the 17,000 comments reflected a deep
social fracture, with viewers explicitly concluding a division into ‘two major
Romanians' based on the 'us vs. them' dichotomy. Furthermore, Simion’s
strategic use of English-language videos (such as his meeting with Giorgia
Meloni) reveals a calculated attempt at the internationalization of his nationalist
speech, seeking legitimacy beyond national borders.

These pronominal strategies contribute to the construction of a strong
we-consciousness, transforming political identity into a primary source of
legitimacy. At the same time, they implicitly exclude alternative voices by
positioning opponents outside the moral and symbolic boundaries of the
community.

Interpretative link: This pattern reflects the Janus-faced nature of
national identity discussed in Section 2, where internal cohesion is reinforced
through simultaneous processes of external differentiation. By relocating
legitimacy from institutional mediation to collective identification, pronominal
strategies play a central role in the shift toward identity-based legitimacy.

Metaphorical framing and emotional intensification

Common metaphors include those of invasion, decay, restoration or
struggle, which frame political reality in terms of threat and urgency. These
metaphors are frequently combined with emotionally charged language,
intensifying affective responses and strengthening identification with the
political message. By framing politics as a moral and existential struggle,
discourse mobilizes fear, anger and hope. Various policy and economic tools,
including economic support, could have mitigated the negative effects of the
pandemic, too, and their integration into political discourse particularly through
metaphorical framing and emotional intensification could have influenced
public perception and the level of trust in the measures adopted (Marian & Fer,
2023).

This emotional intensification contributes to the construction of
legitimacy by shifting attention from procedural evaluation to symbolic
alignment. Political authority is legitimized not through institutional
performance but through emotional resonance and perceived authenticity.
Interpretative link: This dynamic supports the process of expectation inflation
described in Section 2.3, as emotionally charged narratives generate high
expectations that are difficult to meet in practice.

Metaphorical framing represents a key mechanism through which
nationalist political discourse translates abstract political processes into
emotionally resonant narratives. Rather than functioning as stylistic
embellishments, metaphor’s structure political perception by framing reality in
terms of threat, conflict, decline, or renewal.

This mechanism can be conceptualized as a discursive chain:

Metaphor — Emotional activation — Identification — Legitimacy
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By associating political issues with concrete and affectively charged
images, metaphors facilitate immediate cognitive and emotional engagement,
reducing the need for complex institutional reasoning.

For example, Viktor Orban frequently employs metaphors of
“invasion” and “defense” in relation to migration, framing political decisions as
existential necessities (Orban, 2018). Similarly, Donald Trump uses metaphors
of “American carnage” and national “restoration” reinforcing a form of
charismatic and emotionally driven leadership (Ohnesorge, 2025) to evoke
decline and recovery (Trump, 2017; The Guardian, 2017).

Meloni’s metaphorical 'identity under threat' is reinforced by a visual
style on Instagram that uses aggressive fonts and colors for an ‘eye-catching
effect,’ successfully converting political rhetoric into a cultural phenomenon
that reached 277,000 views on rally footage.

In the Romanian context, Calin Georgescu invokes narratives of
systemic collapse followed by moral rebirth articulated through recurring
themes of dignity, faith, and national identity (Cornea, 2024), reinforcing a
sense of urgency and transformation. Georgescu’s emotional amplification
through 'sacred, almost religious connotations' resulted in over 865,000 views
on Facebook, though the deletion of his entire digital history following the
election scandal illustrates the extreme volatility and precariousness of such
identity-based digital legitimacy (Ungur-Brehoi, 2025).

These metaphors intensify emotional engagement by activating fear,
anger, or hope, thereby strengthening identification with the political message.
As a result, legitimacy is no longer grounded primarily in institutional
performance but in emotional resonance and perceived authenticity.

Box 2. Functions of metaphorical framing in nationalist discourse

| Core mechanism:

‘ e  Abstract political issues are translated into concrete, emotionally charged narratives

\ Key functions:

Simplification: reduces complex political realities to accessible symbolic images
Emotional activation: mobilizes fear, anger, or hope
Urgency construction: frames political situations as crises requiring immediate action

[ ]
[ ]
[ ]
e Identification: strengthens emotional alignment with political actors

Discursive effect:

e  Shifts evaluation from rational-institutional criteria to affective judgment
¢ Reinforces identity-based legitimacy and symbolic authority

The consistency of metaphorical framing across cases demonstrates its
central role in the psychological dimension of legitimacy. By amplifying
emotional responses and simplifying political reality, metaphors contribute to
the process of expectation inflation described in Section 2. At the same time,
the gap between emotionally charged promises and institutional performance
creates conditions for legitimation crisis (Habermas, 1975), reinforcing cycles
of trust erosion and political disillusionment.
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These dynamics reflect core mechanisms of political psychology,
particularly affective identification, cognitive simplification, and expectation
formation.

Moral dichotomies and discursive simplification

A defining feature of nationalist political discourse is the reduction of
political complexity to moral dichotomies. Political actors, institutions, and
social groups are framed in binary terms such as “good” versus “corrupt,”
“patriotic” versus “traitorous,” or “authentic” versus “illegitimate.” These
moral oppositions transform political disagreement into ethical conflict.

This mechanism can be formalized as follows:

Moral binary — exclusion — delegitimization

By assigning moral value to political positions, discourse eliminates
nuance and reframes pluralism as a threat rather than a democratic condition.

For example, Donald Trump frequently contrasts “patriots” with
“corrupt elites,” presenting political opposition as fundamentally illegitimate
(Trump, 2017). Similarly, Marine Le Pen constructs a moral divide between
“the French people” and “globalist actors,” implicitly excluding alternative
political perspectives (Le Pen, 2022), relying on a specific repertoire of
symbolic signifiers that structure nationalist discourse (Wahnich, 2017). In
Eastern European contexts, Viktor Orban frames political conflict as a defense
of national values against morally inferior or threatening external forces
(Orban, 2018).

These discursive structures do not merely simplify political
communication but actively reshape the normative foundations of democratic
competition. By transforming opponents into morally suspect or illegitimate
actors, they erode the legitimacy of pluralism itself.

The presence of professional marketing pins on visual materials for
both Orban and Le Pen indicates a highly strategic, tailor-made, and consistent
message, showing that the moral simplification of ‘patriots vs. globalists' is a
result of calculated political branding

Box 3. Moral dichotomies and anti-pluralist logic

‘ Core mechanism:

‘ e Political actors are categorized in binary moral terms

\ Key functions:

Simplification: reduces complex political realities to clear moral choices
Exclusion: positions opponents outside the legitimate political community
Delegitimization: denies the validity of alternative perspectives

[ ]
[ ]
[ ]
e Moralization of politics: replaces procedural competition with ethical confrontation

Discursive effect:

e  Undermines pluralism as a core democratic value
e Normalizes the exclusion of dissenting voices
o  Facilitates the erosion of institutional legitimacy
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This pattern reflects the anti-pluralist logic of populism identified by
Muiller (2016), in which only one segment of the population is considered to
represent the “true people”. By delegitimizing opposition and reducing political
diversity to moral deviation, nationalist discourse weakens the procedural
foundations of democracy.

At the same time, these dynamics contribute directly to processes of
democratic backsliding. As institutional mediation is replaced by moral
confrontation, the conditions for executive aggrandizement and the erosion of
democratic norms become more likely (Bermeo, 2016; Levitsky & Ziblatt,
2018).

Comparative synthesis

The comparative analysis reveals a high degree of consistency across
different political contexts, despite variations in language, political culture, and
institutional frameworks. The examined discourses converge in their reliance
on four interconnected mechanisms: semantic polarization, pronominal identity
construction, metaphorical framing, and moral dichotomization.

Taken together, these mechanisms form a coherent discursive structure
through which political legitimacy is reconfigured. Semantic polarization
establishes oppositional categories, pronominal strategies construct a unified
political subject, metaphorical framing amplifies emotional engagement, and
moral dichotomies redefine political competition in ethical terms. Each
mechanism reinforces the others, generating a cumulative effect that shifts
legitimacy away from procedural and institutional foundations toward identity-
based and affectively mediated forms of authority.

This convergence suggests that nationalist political language operates
not as a context-specific phenomenon but as a transnational discursive pattern.
Across diverse democratic settings, similar linguistic strategies are employed to
construct legitimacy, mobilize support, and delegitimize institutional actors.

Interpretative conclusion: The findings support the theoretical model
proposed in this study, demonstrating that democratic backsliding is not only an
institutional process but also a discursive and psychological one. By redirecting
legitimacy from institutions to identity, nationalist discourse contributes to
expectation inflation, emotional polarization, and the erosion of trust in
democratic governance.

To provide a structured overview of these recurring discursive
mechanisms, Table 2 summarizes the comparative lexical and rhetorical
features identified across the analyzed cases.
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Table 2. Comparative lexical and rhetorical features in nationalist discourse

Subsection Simion Georgescu Le Pen Orban Meloni Trump
Lexical Sovereignty Moral-spiritual ~ National Positive Identity National
Fields & lexicon lexicon (peace,  unity (victory) vs  lexicon unity
Semantic (national family, God); (France, negative (woman, (America,
Polarization interest, positive, ethical ~ people) +  (corruption  mother, workers) vs
homeland); community conflict , liberalism  Italian, threat (elite,
“people” vs (struggle);  decline); Christian);  crime,
system/traitors; patriotsvs ~ national vs  vs gender decay);
ideologically globalists  external ideology strong
loaded polarization
Pronominal  “We, Inclusive “we, “We” = “We” = “Tam” — Dominant
Strategies Romanians” vs  all of us”; moral Hungarian  implicit “we”;
(“Wevs implicit “they”  unity, minimal  people; community ~ “we”; “they” =
They”) (elite) antagonism vague ; cohesion “they” = elites,
“they” + cultural foreign
(elite/syste  legitimacy threats actors
m)
Metaphoric ~ “Poor colony”;  Spiritual Politicsas ~ Temporal Identity Rebuild,
al Framing  vulnerability +  metaphors struggle; metaphors ~ under bring back;
& urgency (with God); defeat —  (past- threat; “American
Emotional ethical mission  historic present- emotional carnage”;
Intensificati SuCCesS; future); repetition sacred
on nation continuity imagery
personifie
d
Moral Nation vs Positive moral ~ Peoplevs  National Traditionvs ~ Americans
Dichotomie  external framing: unity, elites, SuCCess Vs modernity; vs elites;
S& control; strong  faith patriotsvs  liberal identity vs past failure
Discursive  polarity globalists  decline change vs future
Simplificati restoration
on
Media YouTube/TikT ~ Facebook/TikT ~ FB/Instagr  Facebook: Instagram/F  Instagram/F
Impact & ok: 1.7Mviews  ok: Massive am: 43k 29 views  B: B:
Platforms (debates); viral  viral impact; reactions on Aggressive  Aggressive
clipson 865k views on Tusvanyos  visual style;  visual style;
TikTok (over (video vote); Facebook;  reel; 277k views 277k views
1.1M views). use of Al/deep  use of limited on rally on rally
fakes. hashtags public clips; viral clips; viral
for engagemen  remixes. remixes.
mobilizati  ton photos.
on
(#LePen).

The Table 2 highlights a high degree of convergence across different
political contexts. Despite variations in national settings, all examined cases
rely on similar discursive strategies: the construction of a morally legitimate in-
group, the delegitimization of institutional or external actors, the use of
emotionally charged metaphors, and the simplification of political competition
into binary moral oppositions.

The media analysis confirms that the linguistic 'we-consciousness' is not
just a rhetorical construct but a digital reality, with viral engagement metrics
(reaching millions of views) transforming personalized identity into a primary
source of political legitimacy.

20



S. C. Fer, G. Goudenhooft, and C. Ungur-Brehoi / JPER, 2026, 34(1), May, 7-25

This convergence supports the argument that nationalist political
language functions as a transnational mechanism of legitimacy transformation.
The recurrence of these patterns across diverse contexts indicates that
discursive strategies play a central role in reshaping democratic legitimacy
beyond institutional variation.

Educational implications for democratic resilience

The findings of this study highlight the need to reconsider the role of
education in sustaining democratic legitimacy in increasingly polarized and
discursively mediated environments. If political legitimacy is shaped not only
by institutional performance but also by symbolic and linguistic processes, then
citizens’ ability to critically interpret political discourse becomes a central
component of democratic resilience.

One of the key implications concerns the development of critical
discursive competence. Educational systems should equip individuals with the
ability to identify mechanisms such as semantic polarization, moral
simplification, and identity-based framing. Recognizing how language
constructs “us versus them” distinctions enable citizens to better understand the
underlying dynamics of political communication and resist manipulative
narratives.

A second implication relates to media literacy in the context of digital
communication environments. The amplification of nationalist discourse
through social media platforms accelerates emotional engagement and reduces
the space for critical reflection. Education must therefore address not only
content but also the modes of dissemination, helping individuals navigate
algorithmic amplification, virality, and selective exposure.

The difficulty in distinguishing between real accounts and Al-generated
'deep fakes', as seen in the viral social media outreach of Calin Georgescu,
underscores the urgent need for educational frameworks that address
algorithmic amplification and technological manipulation.

Furthermore, the study underscores the importance of civic education
oriented toward pluralism and institutional trust. As nationalist discourse tends
to delegitimize institutions and reduce political complexity to moral binaries,
educational practices should reinforce an understanding of democratic
processes as inherently pluralistic and procedurally mediated. This includes
fostering tolerance for disagreement and recognizing the legitimacy of diverse
perspectives.

Finally, the concept of administrative and democratic resilience
suggests that education plays a preventive role. By developing critical thinking,
reflexivity, and awareness of discursive mechanisms, educational systems
contribute to reducing the impact of legitimacy crises and expectation inflation.
In this sense, education becomes not only a domain of knowledge transmission
but a key actor in maintaining the symbolic and functional foundations of
democratic governance.
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Conclusions

This article has examined the relationship between nationalist political
language and democratic legitimacy through an integrated theoretical and
empirical approach. Building on interdisciplinary perspectives from political
theory, sociology, and discourse analysis, it has argued that legitimacy in
contemporary democracies is not only eroded but fundamentally reconfigured
through discursive practices.

The findings demonstrate that nationalist political language operates
through a set of interconnected mechanisms semantic polarization, pronominal
identity construction, metaphorical framing, and moral dichotomization that
collectively shift legitimacy from procedural and institutional foundations
toward identity-based and affectively mediated forms of authority. These
mechanisms do not operate in isolation but reinforce one another, producing a
cumulative transformation of legitimacy structures.

The analysis has shown that these patterns are not context-specific but
exhibit significant transnational consistency across different political
environments. Despite variations in tone, ideology, and cultural framing, the
examined discourses converge in constructing a morally unified “we”,
opposing it to a delegitimized “other”, and redefining democratic authority in
identity-based terms. This process aligns with broader theoretical insights on
populism, democratic backsliding, and legitimation crisis.

From a theoretical perspective, the article contributes to the literature by
conceptualizing democratic backsliding as not only an institutional process but
also a discursive and psychological one. By integrating the distinction between
diffuse and specific support (Easton), the anti-pluralist logic of populism
(Muller), and the dynamics of legitimation crisis (Habermas), the study
demonstrates how identity-based legitimacy generates expectation inflation
while temporarily suspending performance-based evaluation. When these
expectations remain unmet, a psychological legitimacy deficit emerges,
deepening distrust and accelerating institutional erosion.

Furthermore, the concept of administrative resilience has been
introduced as a mediating variable between systemic stress and legitimacy
outcomes. The capacity of institutions to maintain coherence, adaptability, and
normative integrity under pressure determines whether crises result in
democratic strengthening or democratic decline. In this sense, legitimacy is
sustained not only through symbolic cohesion and procedural correctness but
also through the functional resilience of governance systems.

The implications of these findings extend beyond political theory into
the field of education. If democratic legitimacy is increasingly shaped by
discursive mechanisms, then civic and educational systems play a critical role
in developing citizens’ capacity to critically engage with political language.
Media literacy, discursive awareness, and critical thinking become essential
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tools for recognizing mechanisms of polarization, moral simplification, and
symbolic manipulation, thereby strengthening democratic resilience.

At the same time, the study is subject to several limitations. The
qualitative nature of the analysis and the limited corpus of selected speeches do
not allow for statistical generalization. Future research could expand the
dataset, incorporate quantitative methods, or examine audience reception in
order to better understand how these discursive mechanisms are internalized
and reproduced.

In conclusion, nationalist political language should be understood not
merely as a reflection of political preferences but as a transformative force that
reshapes the foundations of democratic legitimacy. By relocating authority
from institutions to identity, it creates both short-term mobilization and long-
term instability, making the understanding of discursive mechanisms essential
for safeguarding democratic systems in contemporary societies.

Ethics statement

We declare that there is no conflict of interest.

This article does not contain any studies with human participants or animals
performed by the authors.

Informed consent was not required for this study.

Conflicts of interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Author contributions

Authors listed have made a substantial, direct and intellectual contribution to
the work, and approved it for publication.

Funding

This research received no external funding.

References

Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and
spread of nationalism. Verso.

Beetham, D. (1991). The legitimation of power. Macmillan.

Bermeo, N. (2016). On democratic backsliding. Journal of Democracy, 27(1),
5-19. https://doi.org/10.1353/j0d.2016.0012.

23


https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2016.0012

S. C. Fer, G. Goudenhooft, and C. Ungur-Brehoi / JPER, 2026, 34(1), May, 7-25

Charteris-Black, J. (2011). Politicians and rhetoric: The persuasive power of
metaphor (2nd ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.

Cornea, O. (2024). Program politic sau hipnoza? ,,Cheile” discursului lui Cilin
Georgescu, de la poporul roman si demnitate, la familie, pace si Dumnezeu
(Political Program or Hypnosis? The ‘Keys’ to Cilin Georgescu’s
Discourse, from the Romanian People and Dignity to Family, Peace and
God). Europa Libera Romdnia. 28 Nov. Available at https:/
romania.europalibera.org/a/calin-georgescu-alegeri-prezidentiale-discurs-
analiza/33217601.html.

Easton, D. (1965). A systems analysis of political life. Wiley.

Easton, D. (1975). A re-assessment of the concept of political support. British
Journal of Political Science, 5(4), 435-457.

Euronews. (8 May, 2025). Dezbatere prezidentiala George Simion - Nicusor
Dan la Euronews Romania - Inregistrarea completi. 8 May. Available at
https://www.euronews.ro/articole/dezbatere-prezidentiala-8-mai-2025-
george-simion-nicusor-dan-euronews-romania.

Fairclough, N. (1995). Critical discourse analysis: The critical study of
language. Longman.

Fer, S. (2025). Pro and Con Theories on Nationalist Language as a Modern
Means of Social Cohesion and National Unit. Journal of Identity and
Migration Studies, 28(2), 87-96.

Gavrilova, S. (2023). Giorgia Meloni - the New Prime Minister of Italy: a
Woman, a Christian, an Italian. Istoriya, 14(4 (126)).

Goudenhooft, G. (2014) Legitimitatea. Ritualuri ale legalitatii si autoritate
discursiva. lasi: Editura Adenium.

Habermas, J. (1975). Legitimation crisis. Beacon Press.

Habermas, J. (1996). Between facts and norms: Contributions to a discourse
theory of law and democracy (W. Rehg, Trans.). MIT Press. (Original
work published 1992).

Horasangian, B. (2022). Intre Budapesta, 1956, si Biile Tusnad. Observator
cultural. nr. 1120, 01.08. available at https:// www.observatorcultural.ro/
articol/intre-budapesta-1956-si-baile-tusnad-2022/.

https://www.cnbc.com/2017/01/20/trump-has-taken-over-the-potus-twitter-
handle-and-its-empty--for-now.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com, accessed
on 30.03.2026.

https://www.facebook.com/share/1Nzni6b3zV/?mibextid=wwXIfr&wa_status
inline=true, accessed on 15.03.2026.

Kacziba, P., & Muranyi, K. (2026). Personalized Alliances and Informal
Networks in Populist Foreign Policy: The Case of Viktor Orban. Revista
Juridica Portucalense, 1(39), 213-238.

Levi, M., Sacks, A., & Tyler, T. (2009). Conceptualizing legitimacy, measuring
legitimacy, and explaining legitimacy. American Behavioral Scientist,
53(3), 354-375.

Levitsky, S., & Ziblatt, D. (2018). How democracies die. New York: Crown.

24


https://www.euronews.ro/articole/dezbatere-prezidentiala-8-mai-2025-george-simion-nicusor-dan-euronews-romania
https://www.euronews.ro/articole/dezbatere-prezidentiala-8-mai-2025-george-simion-nicusor-dan-euronews-romania

S. C. Fer, G. Goudenhooft, and C. Ungur-Brehoi / JPER, 2026, 34(1), May, 7-25

Marian, M., & Fer, S. (2023). The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on
Mood: A Longitudinal Analysis of Attributional Style and Satisfaction
with Life in Stressfull Situations. Journal of Psychological and
Educational Research, 31(2), 35-58.

Marian, M., Chirodea, F., & Toca, C. (2024). Rethinking the analytical
framework for European empirical psychological research on social
support-one of the macro-indicators of social cohesion. Journal of
Psychological and Educational Research, 32(2), 136-149.

Meloni, G. (19 October, 2019). https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/italy-
giorgia-meloni-far-right-nationalist-prime-minister-mussolini-rcna48506.

Mudde, C. (2004). The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposition, 39(4),
541-563.

Muiller, J.-W. (2016). What is populism? University of Pennsylvania Press.

Ohnesorge, H. W. (2025). Frozen Deep: Donald J. Trump. Soft Power and
Charismatic Leadership in  German-American Relations. DOI:
10.1007/978-3-031-96440-4_7.

Smith, A. D. (1991). National identity. University of Nevada Press.

The Guardian. (20 January, 2017). https:// www.theguardian.com/
world/2017/jan/20/donald-trump-inauguration-speech-full-text

Tyler, T. R. (2006). Why people obey the law (2nd ed.). Princeton University
Press.

Ungur-Brehoi, C. (2025). Like, Share, (In)Security In The Age Of Influencers.
International Journal of Legal and Social Order. vol. 5. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.55516/ijls0.v5i1.282.

van Dijk, T. A. (1997). Discourse as structure and process. Sage.

van Dijk, T. A. (1998). Ideology: A multidisciplinary approach. Sage.

Wahnich, S. (2017). Les signifiants de Marine Le Pen. Savoirs et Clinique,
23(2), 80. DOI: 10.3917/s¢.023.0080.

Received March 11, 2026
Revision April 15, 2026
Accepted May 27, 2026

25


https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/italy-giorgia-meloni-far-right-nationalist-prime-minister-mussolini-rcna48506
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/italy-giorgia-meloni-far-right-nationalist-prime-minister-mussolini-rcna48506
https://doi.org/10.55516/ijlso.v5i1.282

