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Abstract – Building on the theoretical lens of Critical Discourse Analysis and Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory, this paper examines the rhetorical responses to the COVID-19 

pandemic of two right-wing populist leaders whose management of the emergency has 

been viewed as controversial, namely former American President Donald J. Trump and 

UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson. Through the critical examination of a dataset of 

speeches, press conferences and social media posts, and focusing on the discursive 

strategies employed in framing the pandemic, attributing responsibility, people-building, 

and policy-making, our study reveals that through different trajectories, the two leaders 

attempted to exploit the emergency to perform a “crisis within the crisis” in the typical 

populist style to serve their political interests, based on Moffitt’s (2015) framework. In his 

trademark style, Trump used the pandemic as a stage to call out and blame multiple 

enemies both at home (the Congress, the media) and abroad (China). On the other hand, 

Johnson, who, unlike Trump, did not lend an ear to conspiratorial thinking but still initially 

minimised the extent of the danger, framed the pandemic as the fight of a nation “walking 

alone” in a nationalist sense. 

 
Keywords: right-wing populism; political rhetoric; COVID-19; crisis; metaphor; Critical 
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1. Introduction 
 
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic that spread exponentially across the 
globe, starting from January 2020, causing 540 million confirmed cases and 
more than 6 million deaths (WHO 2022a),1 has been an unprecedented event 
whose dramatic impact in terms of human casualties2 and economic recession 
will be felt over the long term. Despite not being the only pandemic that has 
hit the world in recent times (Snowden 2019), COVID-19 flared up and 
 
1 WHO data last updated as of June 2022. 
2 Based on recent WHO data (of May 2022) on excess mortality attributable to the pandemic, the global 

number of deaths directly or indirectly associated with COVID-19 may be closer to 14.9 million (WHO 
2022b). 
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spread, taking advantage of the unpreparedness of modern societies (Nuñez 
Garcia Sauco 2020), thus exposing the weaknesses and fragmentation of our 
globalised world (Ritzer, Dean 2015) where constant social 
interconnectedness and increasing isolation coexist at multiple levels 
(Bauman 2012).  

As an occurrence beyond the control of every actor, a pandemic is 
arguably one of the most severe and complex forms of crisis due to the range 
and depths of its possible effects and requires an immediate response to 
mitigate its impact (Coman et al. 2021). The role of leadership is thus 
paramount in taking the necessary decisions to tackle the situation, media 
management, framing the narrative (Coman et al. 2021; Lakoff 2014), and 
effectively communicating policies to the different groups of actors involved 
(Kahn 2020). 

Kahn (2020) outlines two basic leadership models during crises: The 
Politician Prominence Model and The Expert Appointee Model. The former 
sees leaders accepting advice from experts but retaining primary decision-
making and public communication role. By contrast, the latter presupposes 
delegation of primary decision-making and public communication to an 
expert committee while providing political support for general decisions. The 
Politician Prominence Model fosters personalisation of leadership and 
involves taking personal control of the situation, while the second model 
features a broad range of spokespersons selected based on their expertise.  

 Furthermore, owing to their role and preferential access to public fora, 
and thus to the minds of the public at large, political leaders may easily 
“establish common values, aims and concerns; […] formulate common sense 
as well as the consensus, both as individuals and as leaders of the dominant 
institutions of society” (van Dijk 2002, p. 148). Therefore, language, as the 
primary instrument of political action (Edelman 1977; ‘t Hart 1993; 
Lorenzetti 2018), is essential in constructing the crisis, shaping collective 
conscience, fostering understanding, and creating a sense of shared social 
identity (Jetten et al. 2020), which in turn favours behavioural change aligned 
with policy measures (Ajzen 1988), while facilitating the acceptance of 
sacrifices (Edelman 1964, 1977). Conversely, failure to provide a clear 
message or develop a strong narrative of national unity may lead to 
uncertainty, causing people to look for alternative sources of information and 
eventually jeopardise the expected response (Greenaway 2020). 

Due to the inherent heterogeneity of current populist outlets across the 
globe and the political spectrum (Mudde 2004), no uniform response by 
populist actors to the COVID-19 pandemic can be identified (Lilleker et al. 
2020; Stavrakakis, Katsambekis 2020; Wondreys, Mudde 2020), nor is it 
possible to claim incompetence by populist leaders tout court in managing 
the crisis (Stavrakakis, Katsambekis 2020). However, political ideology and 
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partisanship often influenced how some right-wing populist leaders 
rhetorically framed the crisis and responded to it, at times contributing to the 
spread of coronavirus-related conspiracy theories by building their appeal on 
the indirect association with them (Papaioannou et al. 2022; Sutton, Douglas 
2020) or fostering distrust of science (Boseley et al. 2018; Kennedy 2019; 
van Zoonen 2012). Moreover, such unclear narratives affected how citizens 
perceived the virus in many parts of the world (Bieber 2020). 

This paper investigates the rhetorical responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic of two right-wing populist leaders whose management of the 
emergency has been viewed as controversial, namely former American 
President Donald J. Trump and UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson (Bieber 
2020; Gardini 2020; Stavrakakis, Katsambekis 2020; Timsit 2021; Wondreys, 
Mudde 2020).  

On a political level, the pandemic proved to be a disruptive element for 
both leaders at a moment when the focus of each of them was on prosperity 
and crucial future plans for their political career and country. When COVID-
19 surfaced around the world in February 2020, Trump had just delivered a 
very optimistic State of the Union Address which included no mention of the 
virus already circulating Europe and the US. Instead, he boasted about the 
purported economic successes of his Administration, paving the way for his 
re-election campaign later that year. At the same time, the United Kingdom, 
following the referendum on EU membership in June 2016, was in the 
process of negotiating the terms for its planned withdrawal from the EU, a 
topic which had dominated the media debate in the last few years, and which 
was the desired outcome for Leavers, the faction of Johnson’s Conservative 
Party. 

Building on both the theoretical lens of critical discourse analysis (van 
Dijk 2001, 2002; Wodak 2015) and conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff 
2014; Lakoff, Johnson 1980) and starting from the two leaders’ initial 
common downplaying of the virus, this work intends to examine how they 
discursively addressed the pandemic situation, in terms of a) responsibility 
attribution b) cohesion-creating strategies and c) policy-making. Moreover, it 
will unveil recurrent patterns and differences and observe whether the 
similarity in populist style (Moffitt 2016) that the two leaders exhibited 
through coarse language, aggressive rhetoric and disregard for political and 
socio-cultural norms is reflected to the same extent in their rhetorical 
responses to COVID-19. 

This study complements and corroborates existing works on the 
strategic politicisation of crisis (Bennett 2019; Forchtner, Özvatan 2022; 
Zappettini, Krzyżanowski 2019) and the growing body of work on COVID-
19 and metaphor (Charteris-Black 2021; Filardo-Llamas 2021; Olza et al. 
2021; Semino 2020).  
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The analysis, based on a dataset of speeches, press conferences and 
social media posts, reveals that through different trajectories and across 
different genres of communication, the two leaders attempted to exploit the 
emergency to perform a crisis within the crisis in the typical populist style, to 
opportunistically serve their political interests (‘t Hart 1993; Moffitt 2015) 
and preserve the status quo. Although the two leaders emphasised different 
issues that resonate within the political culture in which they operate, after 
the initial similarity in the stance adopted and the vague downplaying of the 
virus’s significance, they exploited and dramatised the crisis as a discursive 
tool of self-promotion and self-legitimation (Chilton 2004; ‘t Hart 1993; van 
Leeuwen 2008). In his trademark style, Trump strategically used the 
pandemic as a stage to call out and blame multiple enemies both at home (the 
Congress, the media) and abroad (China). By contrast, unlike Trump, 
Johnson did not lend an ear to conspiratorial thinking, still initially minimised 
the extent of the danger and later framed the pandemic as the fight of a nation 
“walking alone” in a nationalist sense. 

The paper is organised as follows: Section 2 introduces the core 
features of populism and right-wing populism, justifying the inclusion of 
Trump and Johnson among right-wing populist leaders, and presents 
Moffitt’s (2015) framework for discussing the relationship between populism 
and crisis. Section 3 outlines Conceptual Metaphor Theory and van Dijk’s 
socio-cognitive framework as the two main theoretical approaches informing 
this research. Section 4 presents the data and research methodology. Further, 
Section 5 puts forward the analysis of the rhetorical responses to COVID-19 
by the two politicians in two distinct sub-sections. Finally, in Section 6, 
conclusions are outlined with a discussion and comparison of the relevant 
findings. 
 
 
2. The core features of right-wing populism  
 
Populism is pervasive across electoral cleavages. According to the ideational 
approach3 (Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser 2017; Mudde 2017; Mudde, Rovira 
Kaltwasser 2017), which captures the essence of the phenomenon as a 
discourse, an ideology, or a worldview, in the populist argumentative frame, 
‘the people’ is engaged in a Manichean contrast with an enemy alleged to 
have dishonoured a historically, culturally, or geographically constituted 
people (Lee 2006).  

 
3 For an analysis of populism over time, across geographical areas and electoral appeals, see Canovan 

(1981); Panizza (2005) and Taggart (2000, 2002). 
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As an ideology, populism is defined as thin-centred (Freeden 1996; 
Mudde 2004), that is restricted to a narrow core and unable to offer 
comprehensive solutions for the full spectrum of societal problems that full-
fledged ideologies (e.g., fascism, socialism) typically provide. Hence, it 
seldom exists in its pure form but borrows elements from other more stable 
and complex ideologies. The formation of the different types of populism 
stems from a) the combination of the thin-centred ideology with a host one, 
b) the selection of a specific enemy (typically the economic elite, the 
government, or immigrants) and c) the sense of ‘the people’4 placed in the 
foreground.  

‘The people’ is inherently a construction, an empty signifier (Laclau 
2005b), an unachievable totality that is addressed and “rendered present” 
(Arditi 2007) through a performative act of naming (Austin 1962) in a way 
that appeals to different constituencies at the same time. Three basic senses of 
‘the people’ have been identified, which are often blended together (Canovan 
1999): 
- The people as sovereign, i.e., the political community as a whole. 
- The people as a nation defined in either civic or ethnic terms. 
- The ordinary people, defined by socioeconomic status, against the 

establishment. 
Left-wing populism and right-wing populism emerge from the different 
interplay of these elements. Both are inherently anti-elitist and exploit the gap 
between promise and performance intrinsic to all liberal democracies to 
strengthen the right of the people to exercise their power. However, left-wing 
populists fight against inequalities in society and aim to empower ordinary 
people and involve them in the direct political-making process (Stavrakakis 
2014). They emphasise a pyramidal view of society based on the UP/DOWN 
dimension, where the people at the bottom of the social scale (DOWN) as 
underdogs are set against a powerful antagonist (TOP). Conversely, right-
wing populism stresses a nuclear view of society predominantly founded on 
the IN/OUT dimension, i.e., who rightfully belongs to the people as opposed 
to outsiders in a nativist sense (Lorenzetti 2020, p. 102). Hence, whereas left-
wing populism embraces an inclusive view of society (Katsambekis 2017), 
right-wing populism champions nativism, and traditional body politics, 
emphasising cultural issues (Mudde 2019) and the need to defend an 
idealised homogenous community from the perceived threat of outsiders. 
Moreover, its defence of ‘the people’ is predicated on the exclusion of ‘the 
other’ and the instrumentalisation of political minorities as scapegoats for all 

 
4 For an overview of the senses of the people, Latin populus, and Greek dēmos, see Lorenzetti (2016). 



MARIA IVANA LORENZETTI 
 

18 
 

 

 

societal woes in an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ fashion (Mondon, Winter 2020; Wodak 
2015). 

Right-wing populist parties, Mudde (2019) argues, have become 
increasingly mainstreamed in the last two decades when sociocultural issues 
and the so-called identity politics started to dominate the political debate in 
the wake of specific political events, like the rise of jihadist terrorism and the 
so-called refugee crisis. This process also produced the radicalisation of 
mainstream parties moving towards the right, especially on the issues of 
immigration and integration, eventually leading to increasingly fuzzy 
boundaries between right-wing populism and mainstream right and the 
resurfacing of racism and discriminatory discourse hidden behind liberal 
themes like free speech, political correctness, gender, and LGBTQ+ rights 
(Mondon, Winter 2020; Wodak 2015).  

Combining laissez-faire liberalism with anti-elitism, populists often 
envisage some conspiracy between the political establishment and some 
dangerous others at the expense of the people. However, anti-elitism may 
also be directed against the scientific community, viewed as an untrustworthy 
and unlegitimised elite class (Motta 2018), threatening the people’s social 
identities (Merkley, Loewen 2021). Populists typically embrace anti-
intellectualism since “the plain sense of the common man […] is an 
altogether adequate substitute for, if not actually much superior to, formal 
knowledge and expertise acquired in the schools” (Hofstadter 1963, p. 19). 
Conversely, they often promote a rhetoric of common sense and an arrogance 
of ignorance made by simplifying complex issues through stereotyping.  

Antagonism between the populist worldview and scientific evidence 
has been indicated in the last few years as the source of climate change denial 
(De Pryck, Gemenne 2017; Lahsen 2013) and vaccine hesitancy (Kennedy 
2019). Moreover, with the COVID-19 pandemic, it has become even more 
salient due to the role of scientific knowledge as the basis for policy 
decisions, the increasing media visibility of virologists, epidemiologists and 
other experts, and the fact that many policies, especially at the outset of the 
emergency have seemed “elite-driven-top-down policies with lower levels of 
parliamentary debate” (Eberl et al. 2021, p. 274).  

Emphasising the centrality of leadership and the increasingly 
mediatised character of populist actors, who skillfully exploit the affordances 
of the hybrid media system (Chadwick 2003), where traditional and new 
media coexist, to construct their own public and private persona (Strömbäck 
2008; van Aelst et al. 2012) to be competitive in a permanent campaigning 
environment, Moffitt (2016) outlines his framework of populism as a political 
style. Performance, he argues, has become a central element of politics and is 
“embodied, and enacted across a variety of political and cultural contexts” (p. 
3). Populists do not simply rely on divisive rhetoric, seeking to blame a 
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designated ‘other’; they also utilise a sophisticated repertoire of performative 
tools to underline their role as outsiders or their radical status. Combined with 
the other typical traits of populism, one of the crucial elements of populism as 
a political style is reliance on bad manners, a broad category in which Moffitt 
(2016) conflates the disregard for appropriateness, the usage of a direct, 
uninhibited, and coarse language, calculated provocations and violations of 
socio-cultural and political norms, coupled with increasing personalisation in 
the name of “getting things done”, or the “antagonistic flaunting of the 
sociocultural low” (Ostiguy, Roberts 2016).  

Neither Trump, a wealthy entrepreneur and celebrity, nor Johnson, a 
former Eton pupil with a career including journalism, a parliamentary role, 
the appointment as London’s mayor and head of government, can 
successfully claim to be “men of the people”. However, Trump exhibits many 
prototypical traits of the right-wing populist leader, including a divisive ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’ rhetoric, scapegoating of ethnic minorities, discriminatory and 
racist overtones, and disregard for political correctness (Lorenzetti 2020; 
Ross, Rivers 2020) with his ‘gut-feeling’ tweeting often rooted in informal 
and anti-intellectual language. Johnson, by contrast, does not meet all the 
prototypical criteria of a populist (Canovan 1981; Mudde 2004; Mudde, 
Rovira Kaltwasser 2017). He rarely speaks of an evil elite damaging the 
people. However, his willingness to embrace a no-deal Brexit fulfilling the 
people’s will matches Mudde’s (2004) definition. His main populist traits are 
the simplification of the political debate and his unconventional manners. 
Margulies (2019) argues that Johnson exhibits the characteristics of a 
maverick persona. Following Barr (2009), a maverick is defined as an 
unconventional politician with a rebellious attitude who rises to prominence 
within an established party and either abandons it to compete as an 
independent or radically reshapes the party. Mavericks critically seek to 
distinguish themselves from the mainstream “by adopting a performative 
strategy in which they are consistently seen to be breaking the rules” 
(Flinders 2019, pp. 237). His distracting dramaturgy of buffoonery and 
exaggeration is a carefully stage-crafted strategy that constantly attracts the 
media’s attention while simultaneously preventing in-depth discussions of 
policy-related issues. In this respect, it can be argued that, although populist 
leaders adapt their content from their host culture, Donald Trump and Boris 
Johnson display consistent similarities and embody two variations of the 
same overarching populist style.  

Another essential element of populist style in Moffitt’s (2016) account 
is crisis performance. Due to its centrality in the rhetorical responses of the 
right-wing populist leaders analysed to the COVID-19 pandemic, this topic 
will be discussed in the following subsection. 
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2.1. Right-wing populism and the performance of crisis 
 

Crisis is one the most widely debated concepts in political science and an 
ineffaceable part of the human condition (Mitroff 2004). It may refer to a 
highly transformative moment or “times of difficulty, insecurity, and 
suspense” (OED 2022). From a symbolic action perspective (Edelman 1964, 
1971, 1977), a crisis entails “the breakdown of familiar symbolic frameworks 
legitimating the pre-existing socio-political order” (‘t Hart 1993, pp. 39) due 
to some disruption or exogenous event.  

The connection between populism and crisis is commonplace in the 
relevant literature (Bennett 2019; Forchtner, Özvatan 2022; Laclau 2005a; 
Taggart 2000; Zappettini, Krzyżanowski 2019; Zaslove 2008), and populism 
has been canonically viewed as thriving in moments of crisis (of values, of 
democracy, of political parties, or more generally, periods of economic 
recession or political turmoil). However, whilst this connection is presented 
as a general tendency, crisis is usually conceived as an external trigger or a 
precondition of populism, and the link between the two has often been taken 
for granted and underdeveloped (Moffitt 2015). 

Despite their contingent nature, however, crises are also perceptual 
categories that exist as social constructions (Bennett 2019) in which the 
understanding of societal symbolic objects of reference is called into question 
via practices of recontextualisation that, in turn, may bring about processes of 
legitimation and delegitimation (‘t Hart 1993). Moreover, crises offer 
“dramaturgic opportunities” of exploitation that can be capitalised upon by 
leaders and have a bearing on agenda management dynamics as they present 
simplified forms of communication that may affect the articulation of 
demands, the representation of the crisis itself and the early stages of policy 
formulation (‘t Hart 1993).  

In the last few years, Moffitt critically revisited the idea of crisis as an 
external trigger of populism, arguing that not all the current populist 
phenomena across the globe fit this idea. Conversely, he stressed that, in 
many ways, populist discourse is not merely a response to a pre-existing 
crisis but also an active (performative) creator of crisis at the level of 
representation, where its defining characteristics are socially and discursively 
constructed (Moffitt 2015, 2016). Populists, he argues, actively take part in 
the “spectacularization of failure”, that is, the elevation of failure to crisis, 
stressing the necessity to act at once. In such a process, they exacerbate 
divisions between ‘the people’ and the alleged dangerous others responsible 
for the crisis, offering simple solutions and legitimating their strong 
leadership.  

Edelman (1971) argued that “people who are anxious and confused are 
eager to be supplied with an organized political order—including simple 
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explanations of the threats they fear—and with reassurances that the threats 
are being countered” (p. 65) while elsewhere he observed that it is common 
for many people not to tolerate complex situations, and prefer simplification, 
stereotypes and personalisation, especially in times of insecurity (Edelman 
1964). The COVID-19 pandemic is precisely the kind of situation where 
people are more likely to look for a clear explanation of how to respond to it.  

Moffitt (2015) indicates several steps of the populist performance of 
crisis, namely: 
1. Identity failure, in which attention is drawn to a given failure as a matter 

of urgency. 
2. Elevate the level of crisis, by linking it into a broader framework and 

adding a temporal dimension, where through mediated performance, the 
failure is framed within a broader context and related to a set of other 
alleged symptoms, stressing the need for immediate action. 

3. Frame the people versus those responsible for the crisis, leading to the 
demonisation of specific social groups. 

4. Use media to propagate performance. This step focuses on how populist 
actors exploit media affordances and their role as outsiders to promote 
and propagate a sense of crisis. Nowadays, the new hybrid media ecology 
enables them to pursue a double communicative strategy. On the one 
hand, they still rely on the visibility and ensuing popularity assured by the 
coverage of professional mass media, as they benefit from their 
newsworthy role as outsiders. On the other, social media platforms allow 
them to bypass the role of journalists or any gate-keepers to create a 
(seemingly) direct connection with the people, uncontestedly articulate 
their ideology (Engesser et al. 2017), and spread contents thanks to the 
logic of virality (Klinger, Svensson 2015). 

5. Present simple solutions and strong leadership. Populist actors use 
several performative techniques to present themselves as saviours in times 
of perceived crisis, ranging from portraying opponents as incompetents to 
offering straightforward solutions with a focus on action (as opposed to 
empty words) with the intent to single out a culprit to blame.  

6. Continue to propagate crisis, where the sense of precarity is perpetuated 
by reframing and extending the purview of the crisis. This may also have 
the function of deflecting attention and distracting the audience from the 
current problems (Ross, Rivers 2018). 

These steps, we contend, are of crucial importance to explain the rhetorical 
responses of the two leaders analysed in the context of the COVID-19 crisis. 
Our data indicate that, even in the downplaying of the pandemic crisis, both 
Trump and Johnson rhetorically exploited the situation to aggravate the sense 
of societal crisis and legitimise their leadership. 
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3. Polarised discourse from a Critical Discourse Analysis 
perspective 
 
The spread of misleading and untrustworthy information, including 
misinformation, disinformation (Wung et al. 2019), and fake news (Li, Su 
2020; Ross, Rivers 2018) on both social media and other media channels, 
despite the different intent entailed by these labels,5 has the potential to 
polarise public opinion, and exacerbate existing tensions in society. The more 
so, when the propagation of false information concerns sensitive and high-
impact fields like politics or health during a pandemic emergency, leading 
even the WHO to warn against an infodemic (Eysenbach 2002, 2020); or 
when false, inaccurate, or misleading information (either with malicious 
intent or not) is conveyed by political leaders with a bully pulpit through 
which they can reach a wider audience via traditional media coverage and 
social media (Papaioannou et al. 2022).  

Claims that SARS-CoV-2, responsible for COVID-19, was artificially 
created in a China lab, blaming specific countries for its massive spread, or 
suggesting unproven therapeutic methods to cure the disease effectively, have 
the potential to manipulate the audience, illegitimately influencing them 
through discourse (van Dijk 2006). However, the label misleading 
information in a broad sense may also refer to conveying oversimplified or 
distorted interpretations of very complex phenomena or providing vague and 
straightforward solutions to them in an attempt to conceal some of their 
controversial aspects. Such moves may have a system-justifying function of 
supporting the status quo by redirecting the public attention towards some 
purported wrongdoers to blame, deflecting blame from society’s problems 
and distracting from genuine threats (Jolley et al. 2018). Moreover, using 
stereotyped representations based on essentialist and prescriptive assumptions 
to depict foreign countries or people creates and reinforces symbolic 
boundaries across cultures (Pickering 2001) and may intensify hate speech 
and discrimination in society (van Dijk 2002; van Leeuwen, Wodak 1999).  

 
5 Disinformation refers to false, incomplete, or misleading information spread with a malevolent intent. On 

the contrary, the term misinformation is typically employed to describe false information disseminated 
without the intent to deceive the addressee (Wung et al. 2019). The term fake news has a more complex 
history. In the 19th century it was applied to yellow journalism and sensational news (Li, Su 2020), while 
in the 1990s it started to be used to describe televised comedic programs devoted to political satire (i.e. 
The Daily Show) (Ross, Rivers 2018). The term rose to prominence with new nuances during the 2016 
American Presidential Election, when it was weaponised by Donald J. Trump in his negative portrayal of 
news media. In the current understanding of the term, the expression refers to news that is either wholly 
false or contains deliberately misleading elements. However, Li and Su (2020) point out that, given its 
deployment in different partisan contexts with a consequent negative attribution, the term can now be 
considered a “floating signifier” (Laclau 2005a). 
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Through their mediatised institutional role, politicians have the power 
to exert a strong influence on the beliefs and actions of citizens (van Dijk 
2002, 2013). Moreover, during an emergency, they are also the preferential 
source of information for the citizens and are assumed to set the example 
regarding policy measures (Kahn 2020; Lilleker et al. 2020).  

This study sets itself within the Critical Discourse Analysis research 
paradigm, which sees politics and political discourse as social practices and 
aims at systematically investigating power relations and ideologies embedded 
in discourse and unveiling the role that the micro-level structures of discourse 
may play in such reproduction of power, dominance, and inequality at the 
macro-level (Chilton 2004; Fairclough 2010; van Dijk 1993, 2001; Wodak 
2015).  

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) (Lakoff, Johnson 1980) and van 
Dijk’s (2002, 2006, 2013) socio-cognitive framework inform our analysis of 
the rhetorical response to the COVID-19 pandemic in the discourse of the 
two right-wing populist leaders, Donald J. Trump and Boris Johnson.  

In CMT, metaphors are structuring principles of thought that organise 
most of our experiences through mappings,6 creating ontological 
correspondences between entities from one familiar (source) domain and 
those from an unfamiliar (target) knowledge domain, and language presents 
evidence of the metaphorical nature of our conceptual system (Lakoff 2008; 
Lakoff, Johnson 1980). 

Van Dijk’s approach studies the relationship between discourse and 
society, arguing that it is cognitively mediated. In his framework, social and 
discourse structures can only be related through the mental representations of 
language users, in both their roles as individuals and as social beings. In this 
line of research, the linguistic structures of texts that contribute to their 
discursive component are interpreted and explained in terms of underlying, 
socially shared beliefs and ideologies, considering how they influence 
people’s mental models (van Dijk 2002, 2006, 2013). Finally, the extent to 
which and how such discourses and their underlying cognitions are socially 
and politically functional in the (re)production and spread of ideological 
polarisation is investigated. 

Van Dijk (2002, 2006, 2013) outlines several linguistic and discursive 
dimensions in which the system of domination can be linguistically enacted:  
 
 
6 An example of metaphorical mapping is LOVE IS A JOURNEY, that goes from the source domain 

JOURNEY to the more abstract target domain LOVE, thereby creating ontological correspondences 
between entities such as travellers, vehicles, or destinations with lovers, relationship, or relationship 
difficulties. In CMT, mappings are conventionally written in capital letters with the mapping from source 
to target domain being presented in the reverse order, as TARGET IS SOURCE (Lakoff, Johnson 1980). 
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- At the macro speech-act level, with a focus on positive acts related to the 
in-group and the negative ones of the out-group.  

- At the level of topic selection, with an emphasis on positive topics about 
the in-group coupled with a focus on negative topics about the out-group.  

- At the micro-level of discourse, where positively connoted words are 
selected to talk about ‘us’ while pejorative words are chosen for ‘them’. 

- At the syntactic level, de-emphasising negative acts by oneself while 
drawing attention to the opponent’s acts. 

- At the global level of schemata or frames (Fillmore 1982), narrative 
argumentation is tailored to reinforce the dominant ideology. Frames are 
unconscious and often automatic mental structures that enable us to 
understand reality and shape our ideas and concepts. All words are 
associated with conceptual frames, which, in turn, depend critically on 
deep frames entrenched in our minds and constitute our moral worldview, 
shaping our ideas of what is morally right and wrong. The more they are 
activated through word repetition and reinforced, the more they become 
entrenched in people’s minds, pre-empting the activation of the opposite 
frame, blocking relevant concerns if those concerns are outside the scope 
of the frame, eventually constraining people’s worldview (Lakoff 2006, 
2014). 

- At the rhetorical level, devices such as metaphor, metonymy, hyperbole, 
euphemism, and irony are highly effective in underlining the ‘us’ versus 
‘them’ dichotomy leading to the emergence of specific mappings. 
Metaphor is undoubtedly the most widely employed rhetorical figure and 
is particularly effective in political discourse. Not only is it used to 
simplify and make issues more intelligible, stir emotions and bridge the 
gap between the logical and the emotional, but, Charteris-Black (2011) 
argues, it is also effective for its ability to resonate with latent symbolic 
representations at our unconscious level. Moreover, it frames the debate, 
thus setting the political agenda (Lakoff 2014), and contributes to the 
formation of covert ideologies through myth-making by offering 
persuasive representations of social groups and social issues. 

 
 
4. Data presentation and methodology 
 
For the purpose of investigating the rhetorical response to COVID-19 of 
former American President Donald J. Trump and current United Kingdom 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson, two corpora were created, which include 
public speeches and press conferences of the two leaders about the COVID-
19 pandemic, or in which the pandemic was one of the macro-topics. The 
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texts were retrieved from the Miller Center Archive of US Presidential 
Speeches and the UK Government website. In addition, tweets from the two 
accounts, @realDonaldTrump and @BorisJohnson, were collected by 
querying for specific keywords, namely covid, coronavirus, virus, pandemic, 
emergency and crisis, excluding retweets. The period under investigation 
ranged between February 2020 and November 2020. Each corpus includes 
approximately 40.000 words, and taken together with the tweets, the data 
available offer an overview of the stance adopted by the two leaders. 

While the paper adopts a qualitative methodology, in order to keep the 
two corpora balanced from a quantitative point of view, the time frame goes 
up to November 2020. This choice does not merely have to do with the 
changing political situation following the election of Joe Biden as the new 
American President but is also practical. In January 2021, Trump’s social 
media accounts, including Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, were 
permanently suspended, and the previous data was made unavailable except 
on other web repositories following the Capitol Hill riots by a mob of 
Trump’s supporters and his accusation of having fomented the protests. Data 
from Trump’s past tweets were thus searched through the Trump’s Twitter 
Archive.  

A few remarks are in order to clarify the choice of including data from 
Twitter in the analysis. Social media have proven strategic for populist 
politicians to increase their visibility, stress their message and reach a broader 
and diversified target audience while engaging in permanent campaigning 
(Engesser et al. 2017). It is since Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign that their 
role as a new arena for political propaganda has become undisputed.  

Trump constantly relied on Twitter as a preferred channel over press 
conferences due to his disdain for the alleged “fake news media” (see 
Footnote 5) since his 2015 candidacy. As President, he kept using his private 
account to disseminate his ideology in a coarse and straightforward language 
(Moffitt 2016; Ostiguy, Roberts 2016), while media channels constantly 
reported his tweets as news (Demata 2018).  

In turn, as a media-savvy journalist, Boris Johnson is well aware of the 
strategic role of social media platforms in maximising political consensus, 
primarily since much of the Brexit political campaigning revolved around 
them (Brändle et al. 2021). As a result, his account regularly reports his 
activities as Prime Minister conjointly with his official Downing Street 
account, while he also relies on Twitter to increase visibility and spread his 
ideology through simple hashtags like #GetBrexitDone, #Stayathome, or 
#BuildBackBetter.  

This paper adopts a qualitative methodology combining insights from 
van Dijk’s (2002, 2006, 2013) socio-cognitive research framework and CMT 
(Lakoff 2014; Lakoff, Johnson 1980). 
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Drawing on such a theoretical combination, the critical discourse 
analysis presented below aims to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic is 
constructed in the political discourse of the two politicians, exploring the key 
argumentative frames in terms of a) responsibility attribution, b) cohesion-
creating strategies, and c) policy-making. First, the speeches and tweets 
selected were carefully read and then examined to discover the main 
discourse patterns implemented, starting from the relevant metaphorical 
mappings, argumentative frames (Fillmore 1982; Lakoff 2014) and an 
analysis of the lexicon and the syntactic structure of discourse. Relevant 
metaphors were also cross-checked with those present on the MetaNet web 
repository (UC Berkeley). 

 
 

5. Analysis 
 
Donald Trump and Boris Johnson have often been cited as examples of 
controversial management of the COVID-19 pandemic (Gerbaudo 2020; 
Mudde 2020). In what follows, it will be argued that, despite their 
intermittent success in handling the crisis, both leaders, through different 
trajectories, communication genres and with specific rhetorical moves, 
exploited the emergency and their rhetorical response to it in the performance 
of a “crisis within the crisis”, based on Moffitt’s (2015) framework, as 
discussed in Section 2.1.  
 
5.1. Donald Trump’s rhetorical response to COVID-19  
 
Despite relying on scientists’ advice according to The Politician Prominence 
Model outlined by Kahn (2020), including renowned Dr Anthony Fauci, 
Trump’s assertions were often at odds with the physician, showing a radical 
downplaying of the danger.  

(1)  We have it totally under control. It’s one person coming in from China, and we have 
it under control. It’s going to be just fine. (Trump, 22/01/2020) 

 
In fragment (1) from an interview of January 2020, when the first coronavirus 
cases were attested in the US, Trump framed the virus as an external force 
entering the country, licensing the mapping NATIONS ARE CONTAINERS, 
and indicating China as the source, even mitigating the power of the threat.  
 
(2)  Many call it a virus, which it is. Many call it a flu. What’s the difference? (Trump 

13/06/2020) 
(3)  […] As the weather starts to warm and the virus hopefully becomes weaker, and 

then gone. Great discipline is taking place in China, as President Xi strongly leads 
what will be a very successful operation. We are working closely with China to 
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help! (Trump Twitter 10/02/2020) 
(4)  The vast majority of Americans: The risk is very, very low. Young and healthy 

people can expect to recover fully and quickly if they should get the virus. (Trump 
11/03/2020) 

 
When the seriousness of the disease was already well known, during a 
campaign speech in June 2020 (2), he downplayed the virus as mere flu, 
while in (3), he suggested that its strength would diminish with the heat. In 
his simplification of the pandemic situation, the virus is presented as simply 
“going away” as an invader or an unwanted guest, thus licensing again the 
NATIONS ARE CONTAINERS mapping typical of anti-immigration 
discourse (Charteris-Black 2006). Moreover, in (4), during a televised 
message to strengthen emergency measures, Trump contradicted healthcare 
experts, arguing that only older people were at risk while there was no risk 
for the others, thus expressing an unscientific unsubstantiated remark. 

Trump seldom recommends social distancing or other mitigation 
strategies to minimise the risk of contagion. At the same time, more emphasis 
is placed on deflecting responsibility for the crisis and ascribing it to some 
wrongdoer outsider with possible special interests in hurting the people 
(Jolley et al. 2018). Conversely, every action against the pandemic is 
described as a successful government measure to protect the people. 
 
(5)  So, the Coronavirus, which started in China and spread to various countries 

throughout the world, but very slowly in the U.S. because President Trump closed 
our border, and ended flights, VERY EARLY, is now being blamed, by the Do-
Nothing Democrats, to be the fault of “Trump”. (Trump Twitter 28/02/2020) 
 

In (5), China is blamed for spreading the virus, while Trump's first measure 
to lower the risks of contagions is increasing border control, highlighting the 
view of COVID-19 as a foreign enemy and an invader (NATIONS ARE 
CONTAINERS and PANDEMIC IS WAR). Moreover, this excerpt displays 
Trump’s shifting attitude towards China. While in (3), following some crucial 
economic deal, he had portrayed his relationship with China in favourable 
terms, as soon as infection cases started increasing in the US and across the 
globe, he turned to the blame-game against China. 

This tweet works as a self-promotional strategy for Trump as a strong 
and capable leader, framing the US as a safe country thanks to himself, who, 
as commander-in-chief, acted quickly and efficiently to protect the American 
people (PRESIDENT IS A CHILDCARE PROVIDER, an entailment of 
GOVERNMENT IS A CHILDCARE PROVIDER and GOVERNMENT IS 
A PARENT). At the same time, rhetorical polarisation can be envisaged as 
the Democrats are portrayed as inadequate for leadership, “do nothing” 
instead of people of action.  
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(6)  We are getting great marks for the handling of the CoronaVirus pandemic, 
especially the very early BAN of people from China, the infectious source, entering 
the USA. Compare that to the Obama/Sleepy Joe disaster known as H1N1 Swine 
Flu. Poor marks, bad polls - didn’t have a clue! (Trump Twitter 10/05/2020) 

(7)  The third action I'm taking today will also provide additional support for Americans 
who are unemployed due to the China virus. (Trump 08/08/2020) 

 
In (6), dehumanising and objectifying language is used about China and, 
consequently, Chinese people framed as infectious. Blame is laid on them for 
the virus, while they are stigmatised as contagious and people to remove. At 
the same time, he self-celebrates his management of the COVID-19 crisis as 
opposed to the ineffective response of the previous (Democratic) 
Administration to another pandemic. This comparison is strategic, as Biden, 
nicknamed “Sleepy Joe” by Trump, will be his primary opponent in the 
presidential election. Hence, he discredits Biden’s image as a strong leader. 
Finally, in (7), the phrase “China virus”, a distinctive feature of Trump’s 
rhetorical response to the pandemic, is employed. Trump ascribed China as 
acting duplicitously and with hidden motives, infecting the world with a 
severe disease, and depriving honest American citizens of their jobs. Such 
derogatory phrase, sometimes replaced by the ridiculing expression Kung flu 
that Trump used twice in his campaign speeches,7 is not merely designed to 
blame China for spreading the virus. Conversely, it is also related to a feud 
between the two superpowers on economic grounds. This is borne out by the 
fact that Trump often criticised China for gaining an unfair competitive 
advantage in international trade even before the pandemic.  

Framing a virus as foreign defines “we-ness” in a nationalist and 
nativist sense and leads to the stereotypical representation of foreigners, 
implicitly validating elements of an existing social order or cultural hierarchy 
(Pickering 2001), intensifying their sense of otherness. Following Trump’s 
usage of such phrases and hashtags on Twitter, an alarming increase in racial 
discrimination and racially motivated violence against Asian-Americans 
online and offline was reported (Hswen et al. 2021), while anti-Chinese 
sentiment and hate speech were also directed to people of other Asian 
heritage due to prejudiced homogenisation that conflates otherised minorities 
as “all the same”. Moreover, arguing that the virus is foreign may imply that 
only people of specific origin are at risk. Such polarising rhetoric was 
ultimately responsible for delayed testing in the first part of the pandemic and 
led to the rapid rise of contagions (WHO 2022a). 

 
7 “Oh, it’s COVID. It’s this again. By the way, it’s a disease without question, has more name than any 

disease in history. I can name, “Kung Flu”. I can name 19 different versions of its names. Many call it a 
virus, which it is. Many call it a flu, what’s the difference?” (Rally Speech in Tulsa, Oklahoma 
20/06/2020) 
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In constantly self-promoting every measure implemented to address the 
pandemic and celebrating every improvement as the positive result of his 
own action to protect the country, Trump strategically exploits the crisis to 
discredit opponents on multiple grounds and takes advantage of growing 
discontent following lockdown measures. This allows him to refocus the 
debate on reopening the country and getting back to normal.  
 
(8)  Totally Negative China Virus Reports. Hit it early and hard. Fake News is 

devastated. They are very bad (and sick!) people! (Trump Twitter 13/10/2020) 
(9)  @NYGovCuomo should get his puppet New York prosecutors, who have been 

illegally after me and my family for years, to investigate his incompetent handling 
of the China Virus, and all of the deaths caused by this incompetence. It is at 
minimum a Nursing Home Scandal - 11,000 DEAD! (Trump Twitter 03/09/2020) 

(10)  This election is a choice between a TRUMP RECOVERY or a BIDEN 
DEPRESSION. It’s a choice between a TRUMP BOOM or a BIDEN 
LOCKDOWN. It’s a choice between our plan to Kill the virus – or Biden’s plan to 
kill the American Dream! (Trump Twitter 27/10/2020) 

 

The primary enemy that he targets is certain media outlets labelled “fake 
news” in his trademark style (Ross, Rivers 2018) in (8). This phrase refers to 
the liberal media channels and press alleged to distort figures about lowering 
infection rates and withdrawing data to damage Trump’s reputation.  

Moreover, the tweet in (9) displays Trump’s strategy of laying the 
blame on the state level for the mishandling of the pandemic. He singles out 
Democratic governors (and mayors) for the rise in contagions and deaths in 
Blue areas. While Democrats had already been framed as incapable in (5) and 
(6), in excerpt (10), he finally focuses on his direct opponent in the 
Presidential race, politicising the fight against the pandemic in ‘us’ versus 
‘them’ terms, as a war between the Republican candidate (himself) and the 
Democratic one (ELECTION IS WAR and NATIONAL POLITICS IS A 
BATTLEFIELD). In his coarse style, the onomatopoeic word boom 
symbolically frames an upward vertical movement. At the same time, 
Democrats are accused of wanting to keep the country under permanent 
lockdown, fostering depression as opposed to recovery (downward vertical 
movement), thus damaging the economy (WELLBEING IS VERTICALITY) 
and disrupting the American dream. Hence, by downplaying the health costs 
of the pandemic and emphasising its economic costs, Trump presents himself 
as the saviour of the US economy.  

Despite its rhetorical strength and unifying potential (Charteris-Black 
2011), in Trump’s rhetoric, the American dream, suggesting that any 
motivated individual can reach any social position regardless of origin, race, 
or gender, becomes a divisive trope. The contrast between economic boom 
and lockdown and between recovery and depression hints at the two 
competing visions of the trope. While the Democratic Party wholeheartedly 
embraced a focus on equal rights and social cohesion, Republicans, and 



MARIA IVANA LORENZETTI 
 

30 
 

 

 

Trump, in particular, crafted a personal gain and economic prosperity 
narrative for “the forgotten men and women of the country”.  

Another significant element of Trump’s narrative of the COVID-19 
pandemic is his reliance on war rhetoric and war metaphors. War metaphors 
are pervasive in discussing political and health issues (Charteris-Black 2021; 
Filardo-Llamas 2021; Flusberg et al. 2018; Olza et al. 2021; Semino 2020), 
where they have the potential to increase people’s perception of problems as 
serious and urgent to tackle, generating a collective sense of responsibility. 
Although representing a war of contrasting points of view is a common 
strategy in election times, political leaders usually experience an uptick in 
popularity and support in times of crisis, a phenomenon usually referred to as 
the “rally round the flag” effect (Mueller 1970). 

 
(11)  With the courage of our doctors and nurses, with the skill of our scientists and 

innovators, with the determination of the American People, and with the grace of 
God, WE WILL WIN THIS WAR. When we achieve this victory, we will emerge 
stronger and more united than ever before! (Trump Twitter 28/03/2020) 

(12)  We will ultimately and expeditiously defeat this virus. (Trump 11/03/2020) 
(13)  The Invisible Enemy will soon be in full retreat! (Trump Twitter 10/04/2020) 
 
Specific action words belonging to the war semantic field can be observed in 
examples (11) to (13), such as win, achieve, emerge, defeat, and retreat. 
Moreover, the virus is framed as an enemy and, more specifically, an 
invisible one since this is a different and symbolic war (PANDEMIC IS 
WAR). When metaphorical mappings are established (Lakoff, Johnson 
1980), ontological correspondences between entities from one domain to the 
other are created, such as between the virus and the enemy (13), health 
professionals and an army on the frontline, while scientists are war strategists 
(11), and eliminating the virus corresponds to winning the war, as in (11) and 
(12). The creation of these correspondences enables Trump to stress his role 
as commander-in-chief, determined to overcome the pandemic. 
 
5.2. Boris Johnson’s rhetorical response to COVID-19 
 
Like Trump, Boris Johnson has often been criticised for initially downplaying 
the virus, described as a mild disease even when the number of contagions 
was rapidly increasing worldwide.8 
 
(14)  I am deeply, spiritually reluctant to make any of these impositions, or infringe 

anyone’s freedom. (Johnson 22/09/2020) 
 
 
8 “Let me be absolutely clear that for the overwhelming majority of people who contract the virus, this will 

be a mild disease from which they will speedily and fully recover as we’ve already seen.” (Johnson, 03/03/ 
2020) 
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Despite several strategic changes in his stance, he persisted in this zigzagging 
attitude even in the following months, expressing reluctance for draconian 
measures to limit contacts and the spread of contagion, as implemented in 
many other countries, not to infringe people’s freedom, thus licensing the 
GOVERNMENT IS A STRICT FATHER mapping, an entailment of the 
GOVERNMENT IS A PARENT mapping (14) (Lakoff 2016). 
 
(15)  Stay alert. Control the virus. Save lifes. (Johnson 10/06/2020) 
(16)  #StayatHome #ProtecttheNHS #SaveLifes. (Johnson 14/06/2020) 

 
Since the outset of the pandemic, the United Kingdom has adopted measures 
distinctive from other countries, initially relying on the controversial concept 
of herd immunity (WHO 2020; Yong 2020). As observed in Section 5.1., 
Trump hardly ever provided guidelines for the population while simplifying 
(and underrating) the extent of the risk. Conversely, Johnson’s pandemic 
narrative is based on simplifying the advised response to the crisis through 
very straightforward directions, in the form of imperative sentences that 
became slogan-like memorable hashtags on both his Twitter and the 
government accounts, as in (15) and (16). Despite their directness and action-
orientedness, however, expressions such as protect the NHS, or control the 
virus are vague and hardly helpful in clarifying people what to do, leaving it 
to common sense. Moreover, these expressions indicate a shift in 
responsibility to individual citizens following UK Conservative rhetoric that 
citizens rather than the State are the responsible parties in public life. While 
these elements are meant as unifying guidelines for the population in the 
name of a common goal, people not aligned with that ideology are unlikely to 
agree with them. Consequently, what had been designed as a unifying 
message did not have the expected cohesion-creating power (Mintrom et al. 
2021). 

War rhetoric, an extensive feature of Boris Johnson’s pandemic 
narrative, is, on the contrary, one of the main people-building strategies, 
fostering a sense of “we-ness” in pursuing a common goal. 
  
(17)  Yes this enemy can be deadly, but it is also beatable – and we know how to beat it, 

and we know that if as a country we follow the scientific advice that is now being 
given we know that we will beat it. (Johnson 27/03/2020) 

 
As with Trump, the virus is framed as an enemy (NATION IS A 
CONTAINER, and PANDEMIC IS WAR). However, unlike Trump, Johnson 
does not exhibit unscientific behaviour or distrust of experts (we follow the 
scientific advice). On the contrary, relying on advice from medical experts, 
according to The Politician Prominence Model (Kahn 2020), he often praises 
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healthcare workers and scientists as the heroes of the pandemic, as in (17) 
and (18), like soldiers on the frontline. 
 
(18)  We can turn the tide within the next 12 weeks. We can send #coronavirus packing in this 

country, but only if we take the required steps to reduce the peak. Once we’ve achieved 
that, then the scientific progress that we are making will really come into play. (Johnson 
Twitter 19/05/2020) 

 
Casual language defying conventions in Johnson’s typical eccentric style 
(Flinders 2019; Moffitt 2016) is apparent in (18) with the expression we can 
send coronavirus packing in a variation of the ‘flattening the curve’ metaphor 
(Charteris-Black 2021), in which abstract measurement by numbers is 
represented by a visual image using the convention of a line graph. Such 
metaphor is also visually activated by the expression turn the tide, associating 
the virus with a natural force (PANDEMIC IS A NATURAL FORCE).  
 
(19)  We’re getting better at testing. This crisis is so difficult because the enemy is 

invisible. The answer is to remove the cloak of invisibility to identify the virus, and 
to be able to know which of us is carrying it and who has actually had it and got 
over it. (Johnson Twitter 19/05/2020) 

(20)  If this virus were a physical assailant an unexpected and invisible mugger, which I 
can tell you from personal experience it is, then this is the moment when we have 
begun together to wrestle it to the floor. (Johnson 27/04/2020) 

 
War rhetoric and the reference to an invisible enemy can be observed in (19) 
and (20). The phrase invisible enemy is intended to arouse emotions of fear 
related to the virus’s ability to mutate, multiply and invade, all unseen by the 
human eye, that is relying on the weapon of its cloak of invisibility 
(Charteris-Black 2021). In excerpt (20), however, the focus shifts to a crime 
frame where the virus is described as a physical assailant and an invisible 
mugger, which requires a more robust physical response (wrestle it to the 
floor) to be overcome, thus licensing the mapping VIRUS IS PHYSICAL 
COMBAT. 
 
(21)  We will support jobs. We will support incomes. We will support businesses. We 

will help you protect your loved ones. We will do whatever it takes. (Johnson 
Twitter 17/05/2020) 

 
Excerpt (21) aims to counterbalance the idea of “responsible citizens” 
fighting the virus on their own based on vague but straightforward slogans, 
suggesting that the government is going to support them against the economic 
impact of the pandemic, thus activating the GOVERNMENT IS A 
CHILDCARE PROVIDER/NURTURANT FATHER metaphorical mapping 
also related to the GOVERNMENT IS A PARENT mapping (Lakoff 2016). 
This message, which may recall Mario Draghi’s speech pronounced in his 
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office as the ECB President in 2012, when he promised to do “whatever it 
takes” to save the Euro, helps Johnson present himself as a leader with the 
right intentions and integrity. Here, the reiteration of the syntactic structure 
and of the verb support convey strength and determination of the government 
to protect the citizens in all respects (jobs, incomes, business, and the 
personal sphere).  

War rhetoric and references to common myths and elements fostering 
national pride have a unifying function in Johnson’s rhetorical response to 
COVID-19. Much of Johnson’s war rhetoric has been associated with 
Winston Churchill’s World War II rhetoric, a symbol of national resolve and 
unifying leadership to withstand foreign invasion.  
 
(22)  We will beat it together we will come through this all the faster and the United 

Kingdom will emerge stronger than ever before. (Johnson 27/04/2020) 
(23)  We will get through this, this country will get through this epidemic, just as it has 

got through many tougher experiences before if we look out for each other and 
commit wholeheartedly to a full national effort. (Johnson 19/03/2020)  

(24)  I know we can succeed because we have succeeded before. (Johnson 22/09/2020) 
 
Excerpt (22) recalls a well-known excerpt from Churchill’s “We shall fight 
on the beaches” speech9 delivered at the House of Commons on June 4, 1940, 
where repetition in the structure, use of unifying we, and volitional will are 
instrumental in delivering the view of Johnson as a new wartime leader and 
creating common ground.  

Finally, fragments (23) and (24) reference the myth of British 
exceptionalism assuming British people’s presumed uniqueness and moral 
superiority. This idea adopted as a unifying element by Leavers during the 
Brexit campaign was also at the basis of UK policy decisions in the fight 
against COVID-19. Patriotic references to British resilience and strength are 
made to recall past victories and successes, potentially including wars or even 
the Brexit referendum (DIPLOMACY IS WAR and PANDEMIC IS WAR) 
that Johnson endorsed. The combination of war rhetoric and references to 
unifying elements of national pride enables Johnson to frame his rhetorical 
response to COVID-19 in a nationalist sense and the United Kingdom as a 
nation choosing its own path and “walking alone”.  

 
9 “We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight 

with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost 
may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields 
and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.” (W. Churchill 1940) 
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6. Conclusions 
 
In the rhetorical response to the COVID-19 pandemic of former American 
President Donald J. Trump and United Kingdom Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson, some common discursive patterns and practices emerge, which 
testify to a similar populist style according to Moffitt’s (2015, 2016) 
framework. Both politicians simplified the complexity of the pandemic, 
downplaying its impact, relying on common sense and straightforward but 
vague slogan-like language to spread their message across traditional and 
social media channels, and offering simple action-oriented solutions as strong 
leaders. At the same time, they both sent controversial messages to the 
citizens, either by disparaging the scientific community with unscientific 
remarks, even after having chosen advice from medical experts as a form of 
self-legitimation (Trump), or not abiding by the rules that they had 
established (like wearing a face mask, or complying with lockdown 
regulations), and setting the model example (Johnson).  

The analysis of their rhetorical framing of the pandemic in terms of a) 
responsibility attribution, b) people-building, and c) policy-making, however, 
reveals different discourse patterns consistent with the leaders’ political 
agenda and with each country-specific contingencies, namely the American 
Presidential Election later that year and preserving a flourishing economy 
(which in turn might lead to a rise in electoral votes) for Trump, and boosting 
a sense of national unity (and uniqueness) in a nationalist sense following the 
Brexit referendum, for which the UK had just finalised the withdrawal 
agreement after years of negotiations and polarising debates, for Johnson.  

As contexts of collective stress and insecurity due to the uncertain and 
mutable situation, crises also offer exploitation opportunities for populist 
politicians to ‘set the stage’ (Moffitt 2016, pp. 131) and gain a competitive 
advantage in the political arena. Whilst gaining consensus by pointing at 
inefficiencies by the establishment may be easier for populist politicians in 
opposition (Taggart 2000; Zaslove 2008) by stressing their role as outsiders 
and ‘men of the people’, populists in power need to resort to a different 
strategy to preserve the legitimacy of the status quo and boost their appeal.  

Our analysis reveals that through different trajectories and across 
communicative channels, both Trump and Johnson dramatised the COVID-
19 crisis, exploiting the pandemic situation to perform a “crisis within the 
crisis” by linking the contingent situation to a broader framework and 
reframing the debate as society-related in a broad sense (Moffitt 2016).  

Trump exhibits the prototypical traits of right-wing populist leaders, 
namely a dichotomous view of society between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ 
(that for Trump are his political opponents, or the media termed ‘fake-news’ 
media) (Mudde 2004; Mudde, Rovira Kaltwasser 2017) but also between 
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legitimate citizens in a nativist sense and outsiders, coupled with the use of 
coarse politically incorrect language and common sense rhetoric (Moffitt 
2016). In his rhetorical response to the pandemic, he displays all six elements 
of Moffit’s (2015) framework. First, he elevates the pandemic as a world 
conflict in which China is the designed culprit alleged to act duplicitously and 
with hidden motives spreading the virus across the world. This enables him to 
deflect blame for any fault and popularise the distorted idea of the virus as 
foreign, using the same scapegoating language that he relied on in his anti-
immigration propaganda (Lorenzetti 2020). Radically simplifying and 
polarising the political terrain, he singles out different types of enemies 
alleged to go against the interest of ‘the people’. He delegitimises his political 
opponents as inadequate and unfit for leadership, and the press, alleged to 
distort and downplay the effectiveness of his responses to the emergency, 
thus reinforcing his ‘us’ versus ‘them’ populist rhetoric. While offering 
simple solutions to a complex issue, he perpetuates the sense of crisis as a 
political battle of Republicans versus Democrats and Trump versus Biden. 

On the other hand, Johnson does not exhibit all the typical traits of a 
right-wing populist leader (Margulies 2019). Having been a professional 
politician for two decades, he can hardly claim to be a ‘man of the people’, 
nor does he speak about an evil elite. Flinders (2019) labels Johnson’s form 
of populism as ‘Upper-crust Populism’, referencing its peculiar British and 
upper-class character. He advocated his nationalist no-deal Brexit in the name 
of the people’s will, thus matching an emphasis on popular sovereignty, one 
of the main features in Mudde’s (2004) definition of populism as a thin-
centred ideology. 

However, his main populist traits lie in what Moffitt (2016) defines as 
the performative aspects of populism, including the demonstration of bad 
manners, as seen in the rejection of political conventions and polite discourse, 
usage of outlandish comments, and calculated provocations. Unlike Trump, 
in his rhetorical response to COVID-19, Johnson did not blame dangerous 
others for the pandemic. However, he was also able to strategically exploit 
the crisis for self-legitimation. Offering simple solutions and presenting 
himself as an upright leader (although not always abiding by the rules) with 
daily televised messages of updates, Johnson refocused the debate on UK’s 
uniqueness, resilience and presumed exceptionalism as a cohesion-building 
strategy. By carefully crafting a rhetorical narrative in which the country, 
starting from the citizens up to NHS standing united, could overcome the 
pandemic, he reinforced the role of the UK as “walking alone” in a nationalist 
sense. Such dramaturgic strategy was also meant to distract the attention from 
the multiple faults in the UK's response to the virus in the first part of the 
pandemic. 
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Combined with the discursive strategies of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 
polarisation outlined by van Dijk (2002, 2006, 2013) at multiple levels of 
discourse, metaphor, with its power to stir emotions, frame the debate by 
eliminating alternative points of view, and simplifying understanding of 
complex issues (Charteris-Black 2011; Lakoff, Johnson 1980; Lakoff 2014) 
proved strategic in the rhetorical response to the pandemic of the two 
politicians. Table 1 summarises data from recurrent patterns in the data 
analysed from the two corpora.  

 
 

SOURCE DOMAIN 
 

 
Metaphorical 

Mappings in Trump’s 
COVID-19 Discourse 

 
Metaphorical Mappings  
in Johnson’s COVID-19 

Discourse 
 
 

CONTAINMENT 

 
NATION IS A 
CONTAINER 

licensing the more specific 
mapping  

PANDEMIC IS 
INVASION  

 

 
NATION IS A CONTAINER 

 
PANDEMIC IS A NATURAL 

FORCE 

 
 
 

WAR 

 
PANDEMIC IS WAR 

 
ELECTION IS WAR 

 
NATIONAL POLITICS IS 

A BATTLEFIELD 
 

 
VIRUS IS PHYSICAL COMBAT 

related to 
 

PANDEMIC IS WAR 
 

DIPLOMACY IS WAR 
 

 
 
 
 

FAMILY 

 
GOVERNMENT IS A 

PARENT 
licensing the more specific 

mappings 
 

GOVERNMENT IS A 
CHILDCARE PROVIDER 

and 
 

PRESIDENT IS A 
CHILDCARE PROVIDER 

 
GOVERNMENT IS A PARENT 
licensing the more specific mappings 

 
GOVERNMENT IS A STRICT 

FATHER 
and 

 
GOVERNMENT IS A 

CHILDCARE 
PROVIDER/NURTURANT 

FATHER 
 

 
 

VERTICAL MOVEMENT 
 

 
WELL-BEING IS 
VERTICALITY 

related to  
GOODNESS IS 
VERTICALITY 

 

 

 
Table 1 

Metaphorical Mappings in Trump’s and Johnson’s rhetorical responses to COVID-19. 
 

Several source domains drive the discourse for both politicians, often 
licensing similar or identical metaphorical mappings, which, however, may 
be differently deployed in their rhetorical narratives. A pervasive source 
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domain is CONTAINMENT, licensing the NATION IS A CONTAINER 
mapping employed by both politicians to create ontological correspondences 
between the virus and an invader (PANDEMIC IS INVASION). At the same 
time, Trump relied on it to frame the pandemic using the same rhetorical 
tropes as those of his anti-immigration discourse (Lorenzetti 2020). For 
Johnson, CONTAINMENT as a source domain is used to represent the 
pandemic as a natural force, like a tide that may be blocked or a curve that 
may be flattened (PANDEMIC IS NATURAL FORCE). 

However, the WAR source domain is the most widely employed by the 
two politicians while playing a significant role in the rhetoric of many 
political leaders and the media worldwide. For Trump, the war scenario was 
strategic in framing his multiple enemies, the virus, China (PANDEMIC IS 
WAR), Democrats, the Congress, and the media (NATIONAL POLITICS IS 
A BATTLEFIELD) and his direct opponent in the presidential election 
(ELECTION IS WAR). People-building or creating cohesion among the 
citizens is possible for Trump only by excluding and singling out wrongdoers 
alleged to have betrayed the people.  

Johnson also consistently relies on war rhetoric and war metaphors, 
referencing the virus as an enemy, an invisible antagonist but one that can be 
defeated. However, unlike Trump, he does not attempt to stress and increase 
perceived fractures in society or shift the blame. Conversely, metaphorical 
mappings like PANDEMIC IS WAR or DIPLOMACY IS WAR for him have 
a strong cohesion-building function through a scenario in which each Briton, 
from the average citizen up to doctors and nurses like soldiers on the 
frontline, can play their part to accomplish a common goal and regain 
national freedom.  

Another related mapping he relies on is VIRUS IS PHYSICAL 
COMBAT, treating the virus as an assailant that must be wrestled to the 
floor. Vague references to past national successes and victories that may 
potentially include World Wars I and II, but also the Brexit referendum and 
the idea of British exceptionalism add to this. Moreover, lexical and 
structural choices that recall Winston Churchill’s War rhetoric, a symbol of 
national resolve and strong leadership, enable Johnson to present himself as 
another wartime leader of a country ready to “walk alone” in a nationalist 
sense.  

The contrast between Republicans and Democrats is highlighted in 
Trump’s corpus also by the VERTICAL MOVEMENT source domain 
contributing to the metaphorical WELL-BEING IS VERTICALITY 
mapping, instrumental for the leader to shift the blame on Democrats for 
impoverishing the citizens by keeping them under lockdown, and refocus the 
debate on reopening the country to save the economy. 
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Furthermore, the FAMILY source domain is critical for both leaders’ 
self-legitimation strategies. It enables them to emphasise their role as strong 
leaders who offer easy solutions to protect the citizens (CHILDREN) from 
the crisis, either by simply closing borders and focusing on security 
(PRESIDENT IS A CHILDCARE PROVIDER) or promising financial 
support (GOVERNMENT IS CHILDCARE PROVIDER/NURTURANT 
FATHER) as opposed to imposing unwanted restrictions (GOVERNMENT 
IS A STRICT FATHER). 

The article complements and corroborates existing works on the 
strategic use of crisis in populist discourse (Bennett 2019; Forchtner, Özvatan 
2022; Zappettini, Krzyżanowski 2019) and the growing body of research on 
COVID-19 metaphors (Charteris-Black 2021; Filardo-Llamas 2021; Olza et 
al. 2021; Semino 2020). The data analysed and many similar discursive 
patterns adopted, including metaphorical mappings, highlight that the two 
politicians embody two variations of the same overarching populist style 
(Moffitt 2016). Moreover, the analysis demonstrates how populists are prone 
to exploit critical situations to dramatise their message for self-legitimation, 
status quo maintenance and gaining competitive advantage. Finally, 
comparative findings highlight that, while both leaders initially adopted a 
similar intermittent attitude in tackling the COVID-19 emergency, still 
relying on the ‘rally around the flag’ effect (Mueller 1970), scapegoating 
strategies and blame-games without consistent cohesion-building strategies, 
including setting a model example, did not prove to be winning political 
strategies in the long run. 
 

 
 

Bionote: Maria Ivana Lorenzetti is Assistant Professor in English Linguistics at the University of 
Verona. She holds a PhD in English Linguistics from the University of Pisa (2006). Her main 
research interests are in the domain of political discourse, with a focus on populist rhetoric, also 
from a contrastive perspective, immigration and gender discourse. She is a member of the editorial 
boards of Bibliography of Metaphor and Metonymy (John Benjamins), the interdisciplinary 
journal Iperstoria, and the new journal Interdisciplinary Journal of Populism. She is currently 
involved in the “Department of Excellence” Project “Linguistic and Cultural Heritage and Digital 
Humanities” (funded by the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities and Research), where she is 
leader of the research group on English Linguistics devoted to the analysis of populist discourse. 
 
 
Author’s address: mariaivana.lorenzetti@univr.it   
 



39 
 

 

 

 Dramatising Crisis. Rhetorical responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic by Right-Wing Populist Leaders 
in the USA and UK  

References 
Ajzen I. 1988, Models of Human Social Behaviour and Their Application to Health 

Psychology, in “Psychology and Health” 13 [4], pp. 735-739. 

Arditi B. 2007, Politics on the Edges of Liberalism: Difference, Populism, Revolution, 
Agitation, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh.  

Austin J.L. 1962, How to Do Things with Words, Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

Barr R.R. 2009, Populists, Outsiders and Anti-Establishment Politics, in “Party Politics” 

15 [1], pp. 29-48.  

Bauman Z. 2012, Liquid Modernity, Polity, London. 

Bennett S. 2019, ‘Crisis’ as a Discursive Strategy in Brexit Referendum Campaigns, in 

“Critical Discourse Studies” 16 [4], pp. 449-464. 
Bieber F. 2020, Global Nationalism in Times of the COVID-19 Pandemic, in 

“Nationalities Papers” 50 [1], pp. 13-25. 

Boseley S., Giuffrida A., Davies C., Chrisafis A. and Grytsenko O. 2018, Rightwing 
Populists Ride Wave of Mistrust of Vaccine Science, in “The Guardian” December 

21 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/21/rightwing-populists-ride-

wave-of-mistrust-of-vaccine-science (10.10.2021).  

Brändle V.K., Galpin C. and Trenz H.-J. 2021, Brexit as ‘Politics of Division’: Social 
Media Campaigning after the Referendum, in “Social Movement Studies” 21 [1-2], 

pp. 234-253.   
Canovan M. 1981, Populism, Junction Books, London.  

Canovan M. 1999, Trust the People! Populism and the Two Faces of Democracy, in 

“Political Studies” 47 [1], pp. 2-16.  

Chadwick N. 2003, The Hybrid Media System. Politics and Power, Oxford University 

Press, Oxford. 

Charteris-Black J. 2006, Britain as a Container: Immigration Metaphors in the 2005 
Election Campaign, in “Discourse & Society” 17 [5], pp. 563-581.  

Charteris-Black J. 2011, Politicians and Rhetoric. The Persuasive Power of Metaphor, 

Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

Charteris-Black J. 2021, Metaphors of Coronavirus. Invisible Enemy or Zombie 
Apocalypse, Palgrave Macmillan, London.   

Chilton P. 2004, Analysing Political Discourse: Theory and Practice, Routledge, London. 

Coman I.A., Elsheikh D., Gregor M., Lilleker D. and Novelli E. 2021, Introduction: 
Political Communication, Governance, and Rhetoric in Times of Crisis, in Lilleker 

D., Coman I.A., Gregor M. and Novelli E. (eds.) Political Communication and 
COVID-19. Governance and Rhetoric in Times of Crisis, Routledge, London, pp. 1-

15.  

Demata M. 2018, “I think that maybe I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Twitter.”: Donald 
Trump’s Populist Style on Twitter, in “Textus” XXX [1], pp. 67-90. 

De Pryck K. and Gemenne F. 2017, The Denier-in-Chief: Climate Change, Science and 
the Election of Donald J. Trump, in “Law Critique” 28 [2], pp. 119-126. 

Eberl J.-M., Huber R.A. and Greussing E. 2021, From Populism to the “Plandemic”: Why 
Populists Believe in COVID-19 Conspiracies, in “Journal of Elections, Public 

Opinion and Parties” 31 [S1], pp. 272-284.     

Edelman M. 1964, The Symbolic Uses of Politics, University of Illinois Press, 

Urbana/Chicago, IL. 

Edelman M. 1971. Politics as Symbolic Action: Mass Arousal and Quiescence, Academic 

Press, New York, NY.  



MARIA IVANA LORENZETTI 
 

40 
 

 

 

Edelman M. 1977, Political Language. Words that Succeed and Policies that Fail, 
Academic Press, New York, NY.  

Engesser S., Ernst N., Esser F. and Büchel F. 2017, Populism and Social Media: How 
Politicians Spread a Fragmented Ideology, in “Information, Communication & 

Society” 20 [8], pp. 1109-1226. 

Eysenbach G. 2002, Infodemiology: The Epidemiology of (Mis)information, in “The 

American Journal of Medicine” 113 [9], pp. 740-745. 

Eysenbach G. 2020, How to Fight an Infodemic: The Four Pillars of Infodemic 
Management, in “Journal of Medical Internet Research” 22 [6], pp. 1-6. 

Fairclough N. 2010, Critical Discourse Analysis. The Critical Study of Language, 

Routledge, London. 

Filardo-Llamas L. 2021, From the War on Covid-19 to Political Wars. Metaphor as a 
Mechanism of Polarization in the Early Stages of the 2020 Pandemic, in Filardo-

Llamas L., Morales-López E. and Floyd A. (eds.) Discursive Approaches to 
Sociopolitical Polarization and Conflict, Routledge, London, pp. 192-212.  

Fillmore C.J. 1982, Frame Semantics, in The Linguistic Society of Korea (ed). Linguistics 
in the Morning Calm, Hanshin Publishing Company, Seoul, pp. 111-137. 

Flinders M. 2019, Not a Brexit Election? Pessimism, Promises and Populism ‘UK-Style’, 
in Tonge J., Wilks-Heeg S. and Thompson L. (eds.) Britain Votes: The 2019 
General Election, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 225-242.  

Flusberg S.J., Matlock T. and Thibodeau P.H. 2018, War Metaphors in Public Discourse, 

in “Metaphor & Symbol” 33, pp. 1-18. 

Forchtner B. and Özvatan Ö. 2022, De/legitimising EUrope through the Performance of 
Crises. The Far-Right Alternative for Germany on “climate hysteria” and “corona 
hysteria”, in “Journal of Language and Politics” 21 [2], pp. 208-232.  

Freeden M. 1996, Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach, Clarendon 

Press, Oxford. 

Gardini, G. (ed.) 2020, The World Before and After COVID-19. Intellectual Reflections on 
Politics, Diplomacy and International Relations, European Institute of International 

Studies Press, Salamanca. 

Gerbaudo P. 2020, Coronavirus Embarrassed Trump and Bolsonaro. But the Global Right 
will Fight Back, in “The Guardian”, April 1 2020. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/01/populist-right-coronavirus 

(10.10.2021). 

Greenaway L. 2020, Group Threat, in Jetten J., Reicher S.D., Haslam S.A. and Cruwys T. 

(eds.) Together Apart. The Psychology of COVID-19, SAGE, London, pp. 61-67. 

t’ Hart P. 1993, Symbols, Rituals and Power: The Lost Dimensions of Crisis Management, 
in “Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management” 1 [1], pp. 36-50.  

Hawkins K.A. and Rovira Kaltwasser C. 2017, The Ideational Approach to Populism, in 

“Latin American Research Review” 52 [4], pp. 513-528. 

Hofstadter R. 1963, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, Knopf, New York, NY.  

Hswen Y., Xu X., Hing A., Hawkins J.B., Brownstein J.S. and Gee G.C. 2021, 

Association of “#covid19” versus “#chinesevirus” with Anti-Asian Sentiment on 
Twitter: March 9-23 2020, in “AJPH” 11 [5], pp. 956-964. 

Jetten J., Reicher S.D., Haslam S.A. and Cruwys T. 2020, Together Apart. The Psychology 
of COVID-19, SAGE, London.  

Jolley D., Douglas K.M. and Sutton R.M. 2018, Blaming a Few Bad Apples to Save a 
Threatened Barrel: The System-Justifying Function of Conspiracy Theories, in 

“Political Psychology” 39 [2], pp. 465-478.  



41 
 

 

 

 Dramatising Crisis. Rhetorical responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic by Right-Wing Populist Leaders 
in the USA and UK  

Kahn L. 2020, Who’s in Charge? Leadership during Epidemics, Bioterror Attacks, and 
Other Public Health Crises, Praeger Security International, Santa Barbara, CA. 

Katsambekis G. 2017, The Populist Surge in Post-Democratic Times: Theoretical and 
Political Challenges, in “The Political Quarterly” 88 [2]: pp. 202-210. 

Kennedy J. 2019, How Populists Spread Vaccine Fear, in “Politico” May 07 2019. 

https://www.politico.eu/article/how-populists-spread-vaccine-fear/ (10.10. 2021).  

Klinger U. and Svensson J. 2015, The Emergence of Network Media Logic in Political 
Communication: A Theoretical Approach, in “New Media & Society” 17 [8], pp. 

1241-1257. 
Laclau E. 2005a, On Populist Reason, Verso, London.  

Laclau E. 2005b, Populism: What’s in a Name?, in Panizza F. (ed.) Populism and The 
Mirror of Democracy, Verso, London, pp. 32-49.  

Lahsen M. 2013, Anatomy of Dissent: A Cultural Analysis of Climate Skepticism, in 

“American Behavioral Scientist” 57 [6], pp. 732-753. 

Lakoff G. 2006, Thinking Points. Communicating Our American Values and Vision, 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, NY. 

Lakoff G. 2008, The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor, in Ortony A. (ed.) Metaphor and 
Thought, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 202-251.   

Lakoff G. 2014, The All New Don’t Think of An Elephant! Know Your Values and Frame 
the Debate, Chelsea Green Publishing, White River Junction, VT. 

Lakoff G. 2016, Moral Politics. How Liberals and Conservatives Think, The University of 

Chicago Press, Chicago, IL. 

Lakoff G. and Johnson M. 1980, Metaphors We Live By, University of Chicago Press, 

Chicago, IL. 

Lee M.J. 2006, The Populist Chameleon: The People's Party, Huey Long, George 
Wallace, and the Populist Argumentative Frame, in “Quarterly Journal of Speech” 

92 [4], pp. 355-378.  

Li J. and Su M.-H. 2020, Real Talk About Fake News: Identity Language and 
Disconnected Networks of the US Public’s “Fake News” Discourse on Twitter, in 

“Social Media+Society” 6 [2], pp. 1-14. 

Lilleker D., Coman I.A., Gregor M. and Novelli E. (eds.) 2020, Political Communication 
and COVID-19. Governance and Rhetoric in Times of Crisis, Routledge, London.  

Lorenzetti M.I. 2016, Crafting an Effective Message for the Masses, or the Art of 
Populism: An Analysis of New Populist Rhetoric from a Textual Perspective, in 

Degani M., Frassi P. and Lorenzetti M.I. (eds.) The Languages of Politics/La 
politique et ses langages vol.1, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle upon 

Tyne, pp. 125-157. 

Lorenzetti M.I. 2018, A Cross-linguistic Study of New Populist Language, in Kranert M. 

and Horan G. (eds.) Doing Politics. Discursivity, Performativity and Mediation in 
Political Discourse, John Benjamins, Amsterdam, pp. 153-177. 

Lorenzetti M.I. 2020, Anti-Immigration Rhetoric in Italy and in the USA: A Comparative 
Perspective, in Demata M. and Mariano M. (eds.) Anglo-American Relations in the 
Age of Globalization: Risks and Opportunities, Collane@unito, Torino, pp. 97-121.  

Margulies B. 2019, Understanding Boris Johnson’s Appeal: Performative Rebelliousness, 
Impishness, and Indiscipline, in “LSE British Politics and Policy Blog”. 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/the-appeal-of-boris-johnson/ (10.10.2021).  

Merkley E. and Loewen P.J. 2021, Anti-intellectualism and the Mass Public’s Response to 
the COVID-19 Pandemic, in “Nature Human Behaviour” 5, pp. 706-715. 

MetaNet, University of California, Berkeley. https://metanet.icsi.berkeley.edu/metanet/  



MARIA IVANA LORENZETTI 
 

42 
 

 

 

Mintrom M, Rublee M.R., Bonotti M. and Zech S.T. 2021, Policy Narratives, 
Localisation, and Public Justification: Responses to COVID-19, in “Journal of 

European Public Policy” 28 [8], pp. 1219-1237. 

Mitroff I. 2004, Crisis Leadership, Wiley & Sons, Hoboken, NJ. 

Moffitt B. 2015, How to Perform Crisis: A Model for Understanding the Key Role of 
Crisis in Contemporary Populism, in “Government and Opposition” 50 [2], pp. 189-

217. 

Moffitt B. 2016, The Global Rise of Populism. Performance, Political Style and 
Representation, Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA.  

Mondon A. and Winter A. 2020. Reactionary Democracy. How Racism and the Populist 
Far Right Became Mainstream, Verso, London. 

Motta M. 2018, The Dynamics and Political Implications of Anti-Intellectualism in the 
United States, in “American Politics Research” 46 [3], pp. 465-498.  

Mudde C. 2004, The Populist Zeitgeist, in “Government and Opposition” 39 [3], pp. 541-

563. 

Mudde C. 2017, Populism: An Ideational Approach, in Rovira Kaltwasser C., Taggart P., 

Ochoa Espejo P. and Ostiguy P. (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Populism, Oxford 

University Press, Oxford, pp. 27-47.  

Mudde C. 2019, The Far Right Today, Polity, London. 

Mudde C. 2020, Will the Coronavirus ‘Kill Populism’? Don’t Count on It, in “The 

Guardian”, March 27 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/ 

 27/coronavirus-populism-trump-politics-response (10.10.2021). 

Mudde C. and Rovira Kaltwasser C. 2017, Populism. A Very Short Introduction, Oxford 

University Press, Oxford.  

Mueller J. 1970, Presidential Popularity from Truman to Johnson in “American Political 

Science Review” 64 [1], pp. 18-34. 

Nuñez Garcia Sauco A. 2020, Old and New Order, in Gardini G.L. (ed.) The World Before 
and After COVID-19. Intellectual Reflections on Politics, Diplomacy and 
International Relations, European Institute of International Studies Press, 

Salamanca, pp. 7-10. 

Olza I., Koller V., Ibarretxe-Antuñano I., Pérez-Sobrino P. and Semino E. 2021, The 
#ReframeCovid Initiative. From Twitter to Society via Metaphor, in “Metaphor and 

the Social World” 11[1], pp. 98-120.  

Ostiguy P. and Roberts F. 2016, Putting Trump in Comparative Perspective: Populism 
and the Politicization of the Sociocultural Low, in “The Brown Journal of World 

Affairs” XXIII [1], pp. 25-50.  

Oxford English Dictionary (OED) 2022, Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

https://www.oed.com/   

Panizza F. 2005, Introduction: Populism and the Mirror of Democracy, in F. Panizza (ed.) 

Populism and The Mirror of Democracy, Verso, London, pp.1-31. 

Papaioannou K., Pantazi M. and van Prooijen J-V. 2022, An Arena of Angry Minds? 
Unravelling the Relationship between Populism and Belief in Conspiracy Theories: 
The Role of Cynicism, Powerlessness, and Zero-Sum Thinking, in “POPULISMUS” 

Working Papers 13. http://www.populismus.gr.  

Pickering M. 2001, Stereotyping: The Politics of Representation, Palgrave Macmillan, 

London.  

Ritzer A. and Dean P. 2015, Globalization. A Basic Text, Blackwell, Chichester.  

Ross A.S. and Rivers D.J. 2018, Discursive Deflection: Accusation of “Fake News” and 
the Spread of Mis- and Dis-Information in the Tweets of President Trump, in “Social 



43 
 

 

 

 Dramatising Crisis. Rhetorical responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic by Right-Wing Populist Leaders 
in the USA and UK  

Media + Society” 4 [2], pp. 1-12. 

Ross A.S. and Rivers D.J. 2020, Donald Trump, Legitimisation and a New Political 
Rhetoric, in “World Englishes” 39 [130], pp. 623-637.    

Semino E. 2021, “Not Soldiers but Fire Fighters” – Metaphors and Covid-19, in “Health 

Communication” 36 [1], pp. 50-58.  

Snowden F.M. 2019, Epidemics and Society: From the Black Death to the Present, Yale 

University Press, New Haven, CT. 

Stavrakakis Y. 2014, The Return of ‘the People’: Populism and Anti-Populism in the 
Shadow of the European Crisis, in “Constellations” 21, pp. 505-517. 

Stavrakakis Y. and Katsambekis G. (eds.) 2020. Populism and the Pandemic: A 
Collaborative Report 7, in “POPULISMUS Interventions”. 

http://www.populismus.gr/interventions/. 

Strömbäck J. 2008, Four Phases of Mediatizaton: An Analysis of the Mediatization of 
Politics, in “Journal of Press/Politics” 13 [3], pp. 228-246.  

Sutton R.M. and Douglas K.M. 2020, Conspiracy Theories and the Conspiracy Mindset: 
Implications for Political Ideology, in “Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences” 34, 

pp. 118-122.  

Taggart P. 2000, Populism, Open University Press, Buckingham. 

Taggart P. 2002, Populism and the Pathology of Representative Politics, in Mény Y. and 

Surel Y. (eds.) Democracies and the Populist Challenge, Palgrave Macmillan, 

London, pp. 62-80. 

Timsit A. 2021, British Government’s Early Pandemic Response was a Historic Public 
Health Failure, Lawmakers Say, in “The Washington Post” October 12 2021. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/10/12/uk-coronavirus-pandemic-response-

historic-mistakes-inquiry/ (12.10.2021).   

Trump’s Twitter Archive. https://www.thetrumparchive.com/ (22.10.2021).  

van Aelst P. Shaefer T. and Stanyer J. 2012, The Personalization of Mediated Political 
Communication: A Review of Concepts, Operationalizations and Key Findings, in 

“Journalism” 13 [2], pp. 203-220.  

van Dijk T. 1993, Principles of Critical Discourse Analysis, in “Discourse & Society” 4 

[2], pp. 249-283.  

van Dijk T. 2001, Critical Discourse Analysis, in Tannen D., Hamilton H.E. and Schiffrin 

D. (eds). The Handbook of Discourse Analysis, Blackwell, London, pp. 352-371. 

van Dijk T. 2002, Discourse and Racism, in Goldberg D.T. and Solomos J. (eds.) A 
Companion to Racial and Ethnic Studies, Blackwell, London, pp. 145-159.  

van Dijk T. 2006, Discourse and Manipulation, in “Discourse & Society” 17 [2], pp. 359-

383. 

van Dijk T. 2013, Ideology and Discourse, in Freeden M., Tower Sargent L. and Stears M. 

(eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Political Ideologies, Oxford University Press, 

Oxford, pp. 175-196. 

van Leeuwen T. 2008, Discourse and Practice. New Tools for Critical Analysis, Oxford 

University Press, Oxford.  

van Leeuwen T. and Wodak R. 1999, Legitimizing Immigration Control: A Discourse-
Historical Analysis, in “Discourse Studies” 1 [1], pp. 83-118. 

van Zoonen L. 2012, I-Pistemology: Changing Truth Claims in Popular and Political 
Culture, in “European Journal of Communication” 27 [1], pp. 56-67. 

WHO 2020, https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/herd-immunity-lockdowns-and-

covid-19 (10.10.2021). 

WHO 2022a, https://covid19.who.int/ (13.06.2022).  



MARIA IVANA LORENZETTI 
 

44 
 

 

 

WHO 2022b, Global Excess Deaths Associated with COVID-19, January 2020-December 
2021, https://www.who.int/data/stories/global-excess-deaths-associated-with-covid-

19-january-2020-december-2021 (05.05.2022). 

Wodak R. 2015, The Politics of Fear. What Right-Wing Populist Discourses Mean, 

SAGE, London.  

Wondreys J. and Mudde C. 2020. Victims of the Pandemic? European Far-Right Parties 
and Covid-19, in “Nationalities Paper” 50 [1], pp. 86-103.  

Wung L., Morstatter F., Carley K.M. and Liu H. 2019, Misinformation in Social Media: 
Definition, Manipulation, and Detection, in “ACM SIGKDD Explorations 

Newsletter” 21 [2], pp. 80-90. 

Yong E. 2020, The U.K.’s Coronavirus ‘Herd Immunity’ Debacle, in “The Atlantic” 

March 16 2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/03/coronavirus-

pandemic-herd-immunity-uk-boris-johnson/608065/ (10.10.2021). 

Zappettini F. and Krzyżanowski M. 2019. The Critical Juncture of Brexit in Media & 
Political Discourses: from National-Populist Imaginary to Cross-National Social 
and Political Crisis, in “Critical Discourse Studies” 16 [4], pp. 381-388.  

Zaslove A. 2008, Here to Stay? Populism as a New Party Type, in “European Review” 16 

[3], pp. 319 – 336.  

 

Primary Sources 

Churchill W. “We shall fight on the beaches” (London, 04/06/1940) 

https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1940-the-finest-hour/we-shall-fight-

on-the-beaches/ 

Boris Johnson’s Twitter Account @BorisJohnson https://twitter.com/borisjohnson 

(20.10.2021) 

 

Boris Johnson’s Speeches 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): March 3, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): March 9, 2020  

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): March 12, 2020 

Prime Minister’s statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): March 23, 2020 

Prime Minister’s statement in Downing Street: April 27, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): May 10, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): May 24, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement to the House on COVID-19: June 23, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): July 31, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): September 22, 2020 

UN Speech: September 26, 2020 

Prime Minister's statement on coronavirus (COVID-19): October 12, 2020 

All Speeches https://www.gov.uk/search/news-and-communications?page=19&people= 

 boris-johnson (22.10.2021) 

 

Donald J. Trump’s Speeches 

Interview with CNBC’S Joe Kernen at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland 

– January 22, 2020 https://www.cnbc.com/2020/01/22/cnbc-transcript-president-

donald-trump-sits-down-with-cnbcs-joe-kernen-at-the-world-economic-forum-in-

davos-switzerland.html (12.03.2022) 

Statement on the Coronavirus – March 11, 2020 

Press Conference about the Coronavirus – March 13, 2020 



45 
 

 

 

 Dramatising Crisis. Rhetorical responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic by Right-Wing Populist Leaders 
in the USA and UK  

Coronavirus Task Force Briefing – April 13, 2020 

Press Briefing with the Coronavirus Task Force – April 15, 2020 

Task Force Briefing on the Coronavirus Pandemic – April 23, 2020 

Address at West Point Graduation – June 13, 2020 

Campaign Rally in Tulsa, Oklahoma – June 20, 2020 

Remarks at Salute to America – July 4, 2020 

Press Conference on Executive Orders – August 8, 2020 

Labor Day Press Conference – September 7, 2020 

All Speeches https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches (22.10.2021) 

 

 

 
  
 
 

 


