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Abstract
This work is a multimodal critical discourse analysis of masculinity performance on social
media. Specifically, we aim to analyse, using a multimodal qualitative approach, how populist
leaders, Donald J. Trump, Matteo Salvini, Giorgia Meloni, Marine Le Pen, and Boris Johnson,
perform masculinity traits through visual and textual discourse practices on Twitter and Instagram. The results of the investigation show that these right-wing populist leaders perform
– from a multimodal perspective – masculinity in a similar way, despite the different cultural
contexts in which they are reproduced.

1. Introduction
Populism is a heterogenous political phenomenon that is currently spreading around
the world as a result of the combination of various social and economic circumstances,
such as the financial crisis of 2008 (Tormey 2019: 53), affecting many people’s view of
the world in terms of a heightened sense of precariousness. In addition, both immigration and terrorism have contributed to an overall concerning and unstable situation.
Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2017) define populism as an essentially contested concept since scholars do not agree on its definition, some of them having even questioned
its existence. Consequently, literature about this phenomenon is quite heterogeneous:
populism has been considered as a ‘thin-centred’ ideology (ibid.), a discursive and performative style (Moffitt 2016; Ekström et al. 2018), and a political strategy (Hidalgo-Tenorio et al. 2019). In this regard, it is argued that heterogeneity is not necessarily
a negative trait. Not only does heterogeneity represent a fertile ground for an interdisciplinary field of study, but it is also one of the most important defining characteristics
of populism itself. Indeed, populism is a border-crossing phenomenon that is profoundly
shaped and affected by different cultural contexts (Taggart 2000).
For this reason, it is important to highlight the existence of right-wing populism
and left-wing populism which are two different phenomena deeply influenced by distinctive ideologies (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017: 21). However, most populist
phenomena share common characteristics such as the invocation of the people, the fight
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against the elite and the presence of a charismatic leader who embodies and protects
the people’s will (against the elite or any other enemy). In addition to opposing pluralism, the opposition between the corrupt elite and the virtuous people is the main characteristic of populist phenomena (ibid.: 3). According to this dichotomy, the people is a
homogeneous group and usually populist parties do not differentiate between genders
or highlight gender matters (Lefkofridi 2019: 14). Even though populism is not inherently gendered, most populist leaders are powerful men (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser
2015). Moreover, studies show that populist parties – especially far-right ones – seem to
attract more male voters (Mudde 2019: 143-144; Spierings and Zaslove 2017). However,
it is important to take into consideration also the presence of female right-wing populist
leaders who perform populist masculinity (Mudde 2019: 143; Moffitt and Tormey 2014)
to represent themselves as being reliable and reassuring.
This paper is a multimodal critical discourse analysis of masculinity performance
on Twitter and Instagram. Specifically, the present work analyses how masculinity
is performed by both male (Donald J. Trump, Matteo Salvini and Boris Johnson) and
female (Giorgia Meloni and Marine Le Pen) right-wing populist leaders in different cultural contexts. Starting from these premises, we aim to investigate: a) to what extent
hegemonic masculinity traits converge with characteristics associated with charismatic
populist leaders; b) if the same assumption can also be corroborated for female populist
leaders; and c) whether the notion of populist masculinity can prove to be a useful analytical framework in the understanding of populist movements.
In the following section we will focus more in depth on the relationship between
right-wing populism and masculinity, while in section 3 we will introduce data collection and methodology. Section 4 will focus on each individual politician, paying particular attention to their masculinity performances. Conclusions and further research
perspectives are presented in the last section.
2. Right-wing populism and masculinity
In addition to the political, social and economic reasons briefly mentioned in the
previous section, the current rise in populism is strictly interwoven with the rise of
male and authoritarian leaders around the world (e.g. Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro,
Viktor Orbán etc.), who can reassure an insecure and uncertain electorate through the
display of hegemonic masculinity traits (Buschmeyer and Lengersdorf 2016: 192-194;
Christensena and Qvotrup Jensen 2014: 61-63; Milani 2015: 14-16). The concept of
hegemonic masculinity was introduced by Connell (1995) as the most dominant and
most socially prized form of masculinity available to men; within this perspective, it
is regarded as a practice that legitimizes men’s dominant position within society, and
that justifies the subordination of women as well as the subordination of other forms of
masculinity, as it constitutes the most socially valued form of masculinity (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005). In society, masculine dominance over women and other nonhegemonic (subordinated) masculinities, favoured by patriarchy, is perpetrated through
cultural and institutional persuasion and homophobia (ibid.: 831). In this regard, it is
important to specify that hegemonic masculinity is also perpetrated through the complicity of subaltern groups such as some (heterosexual) women and men who do not
perform strongly hegemonic masculinity traits but who still benefit from patriarchy
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(ibid.: 832–841). Moreover, hegemonic masculinity is connected to toxic masculinity
(Daddow and Hertner 2019; de Boise 2019), a social phenomenon that involves dangerous behaviours – such as violence, trans/homophobia, misogyny and inability to express
emotions (de Boise 2019: 147; McQueen 2017) – and practices (e.g. physical violence)
useful to maintaining hegemonic dominance (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005: 840).
The emergence of (right-wing) populist leaders is supported by the notion that charisma is strongly associated with a masculine leadership style and contains the framing
of predominantly masculine attributes such as a personality cult, strength, directness,
firmness and authoritarianism (Meret 2015: 83), but also the representation of the leader as a common man – through the performance of linguistic and social behaviours that
belong to the people – in order to create a strong bond with the electorate. Furthermore,
the enactment of charisma and of social stability makes room for a display of political
masculinity on behalf of female leaders: they provide a public space for self-representation of both masculine power and hegemonic femininity, in what Geva (2020: 39-40)
identifies as a successful mixture of authority, virility, beauty, and caritas.
This tendency to rely on politicians embodying a strong, authoritarian model of masculinity is caused by a pervasive feeling of uncertainty and instability, mainly due to
the worsening of socio-economic conditions, phenomena relating to migration, and the
rise of global terrorism that followed 9/11. Specifically, right-wing populist leaders strategically trigger fear through their discourses and then offer stability and security to
people who, in already uncertain circumstances, real or perceived, feel threatened by
otherness and struggle to accept social changes prompted on the one hand by migration, which alters the texture of a traditional national identity (Wodak 2015), and on
the other by a growing visibility of the LGBTQ+ community’s fights for rights, equality
and inclusiveness, which underpins notions of a traditional family. Indeed, sectors of
the electorate feel safe trusting populist leaders who embody a reliable and strong leadership.
As stated earlier, populism is thought to be non-gendered. However, gender does
matter in some circumstances such as the gender gap inside far-right populist parties
(Meret 2015; Spierings and Zaslove 2015). Gender often involves values that are not negotiable for far-right populists; indeed, even female populist leaders seem to vigorously
protect a conservative vision of society in which human beings have specific gender
roles. Some themes of the right-wing populist political agenda do centre around the performance of hegemonic masculinity, and values of patriarchal societies, e.g. misogyny
and opposition to gender equality, where masculinity is used as a purposeful rhetorical
device to degrade enemies, and is proposed as an answer to restore order in opposition
to a rapidly changing society (Mellström 2016).
From this perspective, it could be said that female leaders are able to perform masculinity since they choose to strategically support a heteronormative patriarchal vison
of the world (Geva 2018: 6) and to exploit gender stereotypes to their own advantage
(Abi-Hassan 2017: 553; Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017: 70). They often highlight
the role of good women as wives and mothers (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017: 70).
Specifically, the role of the (protective) mother is particularly useful because they can
portray themselves as mothers of all citizens – creating a bond with the people – but
also as mothers of the Nation (Geva 2018: 7), highlighting the connection between populism and nationalism (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017: 70).

60

ESTER DI SILVESTRO - MARCO VENUTI

Populist leaders are well-known for their peculiar and strategic use of social media
(Kreis 2017; Giuffrida et al. 2018; Zummo 2020), because the latter allow for a direct
relationship between a charismatic leader and the people (Enli 2017). Indeed, the use of
social media promotes unmediated self-representation (van Kessel and Castelein 2016),
and simplifies the reproduction of hegemonic masculinity traits through multimodal
discursive practices. Since populist politicians massively use social media (Gerbaudo
2018), these leaders’ masculinity performances can easily be embedded in their daily
political communication.
3. Data and methodology
Starting from these premises, we decided to focus our attention on how masculinity
is performed by populist leaders on two social media: Twitter and Instagram. Firstly,
Twitter is the social media that is best suited – because of its limitation of characters
and simplification of the message – for the aggressive populist style of communication
(Ott 2017) which is very simple and repetitive. Secondly, Instagram allowed us to investigate the visual representation (Mendonça and Duarte Caetano 2021) of populist
masculinity performances since it is a social network primarily based on picture and
video sharing. We decided to select these two social media because they have two different targets – the majority of Twitter users are young adults and adults (Statista 2021a),
while Instagram is used generally by younger people (Sheldon and Bryant 2016: 89;
Statista 2021b); consequently, items collected on both social media provide a wider and
variegated sample as regards the way leaders’ self-representation is built in order to
achieve a heterogeneous audience.
The data for the analysis were collected on the official Instagram and Twitter accounts of the politicians considered. Each of the five corpora counts 30 items that focus
particularly on the topic of leaders’ self-representations. The data were selected during
the timespan that goes from 1st November 2014 to 31st December 2020, and were analysed and compared in order to highlight common and recurring patterns. The posts
were selected over a wide range of available options as instances of self-representation
strategies that exemplify populist masculinity. More precisely, we collected especially those posts that foreground leaders’ self-representation concerning the display of
masculine performances and populist attitudes, because one of our main aims is to
understand whether masculinity can be considered as an additional interpretation in
the analysis of populism. Since each corpus counts just 30 items, they are by no means
a representative sample nor are they a thorough illustration of all the features that
characterize the context-specific populism enacted by the selected politician, let alone
of populism as a phenomenon. Due to space constraints, we present the analysis of just
four items for each politician as instances of the general tendencies of masculinity performance that we have identified.
From an analytical perspective, we used a Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis approach focusing primarily on (self)representational strategies of our main social
actors (Machin and Mayr 2012). The multimodal approach is particularly helpful in
order to analyse and understand the leaders’ self-representation since these leaders
can employ powerful visual elements, e.g. gaze and pose that interact with the message
already expressed through the textual resources as “the visual component of a text is an
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independently organized and structured message, connected with the verbal text […]
and similarly the other way round” (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006: 18). Consequently,
we focused on the visual self-representation of masculinity in combination with the
textual resources attached in each post (Machin and Mayr 2012). In addition, we paid
attention to the strategy of positive self-representation strictly connected to the process
of legitimization (van Dijk 1998), and to the enactment of hegemonic masculinity (Connell 1995).
Given the focus on populist masculinity as a discursive/stylistic strategy, we decided to include five politicians. Firstly, Donald Trump, the 45th President of the United
States, a Republican politician businessman and media celebrity (Jones 2021; Kissas
2019; Kreis 2017; Ott 2017; Reyes 2020). Secondly, Matteo Salvini, leader of the rightwing Lega, former Italian Minister of the Interior and vice Prime Minister from 1st June
2018 to 5 September 2019 (Aime 2012; Albertazzi et al. 2018; Cento Bull and Gilbert
2001; Richardson and Colombo 2013; van Kessel 2015). Thirdly, Giorgia Meloni, leader
of Fratelli d’Italia, an Italian far-right party with neofascist roots (Bruno and Downes
2020). Fourthly, Marine Le Pen, leader of the far-right and nationalist Rassemblement
National (formerly Front National) (Geva 2018; 2020; Snipes and Mudde 2020; van
Kessel 2015). Finally, Boris Jonson, the current leader of the Conservative Party and
Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (Jones 2021). We thought it was important to
include Boris Johnson in our list of populist leaders since the Conservative Party in
the UK has significantly shifted towards right-wing populism (Harris 2021). Furthermore, the choice of including two right-wing populist female leaders is motivated by the
fact that the few female populist leaders tend to embody characteristics that belong to
masculinity and mix them with traditional characteristics associated with femininity
(Meret 2015; Geva 2020).
4. Analysis
4.1. Donald Trump
When analysing the data regarding Donald Trump, we found strong references to
patriotism (especially through the visual presence of flags), together with the need to
defend the US identity against otherness (with a particular focus on immigrants and
Islam). Another feature is Trump’ s challenging, ironic, bold and pretentious attitude
that is noticeable from certain visual elements (Trump’s facial expression and gesture)
in Figure 1.
In addition, the data reveal that there are some references to his family roles (especially as grandfather), which are also linked to gender stereotypes. However, gender
stereotypes can be conveyed in other ways, such as the one in Figure 2 that involves
male bonding between Trump and the Japanese Prime Minister. The location of the
photograph, Trump International Golf Club in Palm Beach, introduces another theme
dear to populist leaders, namely sport: he uses this topic to relate to the people in a
seemingly authentic way (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017: 66-71). Trump was criticized for spending too much time at his personal residences, and specifically playing
golf rather than pursuing more important matters. The post hints at his bold defiance
of traditional institutional roles, identified by him as the corrupt elites.

62

ESTER DI SILVESTRO - MARCO VENUTI

Figure 1. Trump’s Instagram post 4 January 2019

Figure 2. Trump’s Instagram post 18 April 2018

Moreover, Trump aims to enhance his leadership as strong and authoritarian. Indeed, in Figure 3 the combination of visual (the official setting, his pose, gesture and
gaze) and textual features (the lexical choices, e.g. sacred duty, the parallelism of the
syntactic framing This is, the overall formal register) allows Trump to depict himself
as a proud, serious and strict leader. This post was delivered in the Oval Office on the

POPULIST LEADERS AND MASCULINITY: A MULTIMODAL CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

63

Figure 3. Trump’s Instagram post 9 January 2019

Figure 4. Trump’s Instagram post 11 August 2017

occasion of his address on illegal immigration. Trump’s main aim was to legitimize his
decision to build the border wall between the US and Mexico and obtain the necessary
funding. Finally, it is worth highlighting that the text shows the populist tendency to
provide simple solutions to complex problems, since Trump reduces and simplifies a
complex phenomenon such as immigration and its policies to a choice between right and
wrong, justice and injustice. This tendency is particularly relevant, because it allows
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Trump to depict himself as a firm and reliable leader capable of providing concrete
solutions.
Trump’s authoritarian and strong leadership can also be exemplified by Figure 4.
This Instagram post shows Trump, once again, in an institutional setting. However,
this time he exhibits a very aggressive, threatening, and intimidating attitude, positioning himself above the camera and giving the impression of being dominant (Machin
and Mayr 2012: 70-74). The text translates his physical aggressivity into verbal firmness, establishing a military threat against North Korea. Consequently, this type of
representation is employed by Trump to depict himself as a leader to be feared, but also
as capable of defending American citizens from internal and external threats, a true
man of action, all indexical features of a masculine politician (Meret 2015: 83).
4.2. Matteo Salvini
The analysis of Salvini’s data reveals an apparently familiar, genuine, and spontaneous attitude. Indeed, Salvini’s massive and thriving presence on social media is due
to the work of his social media team that is supported by La Bestia (The Beast) (Lorenzetti 2020: 72), a software based on an algorithm useful in the detection of popular
topics (ibid.: 73). Salvini exploits this attitude to depict himself as a ‘common man’.
More precisely, Figure 5 shows his boldness (a very common trait among the members
of his party) and a typical feature of populist masculinity, exemplified by the visual
choice referring to the headline by the Huffington Post “an annual budget with balls”. It
is important to specify that this Instagram post includes, as its visual element, the cover of an article posted on the Huffington Post that Salvini – and his social staff – have
probably chosen because the headline reflects the discursive strategies previously employed by Salvini and especially by Umberto Bossi (Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001; Mudde
and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017: 64-66). Indeed, populist leaders often draw attention to
their bodies in order to show their strength, their virility, and to affirm heteronorma-

Figure 5. Salvini’s Instagram post 23 December 2018 (Headline: An annual budget with balls. Post:
We are not geniuses, we did not work miracles, but we are coherent people who keep their promises. In
six months, we have accomplished more than the PD big mouths did in six years. And we are not going
to stop)
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Figure 6. Salvini’s Instagram post 13 December 2020 (Pizza with son and #Milan, yesss!)

tivity (Moffitt 2016: 66; Starck 2020: 45). In addition to the headline of the news article
embedded in the post, the visual elements (e.g. Salvini’s pose), combined with the text,
allow Salvini to represent himself as a coherent, ordinary and practical common man
who makes reasonable choices (concerning budget law) dictated by his commonsense.
Figure 6 highlights how he strategically employs his familiar role as father and
gender stereotype, showing an evening at home with his son, eating pizza and watching a football match; the private nature of the event is visually represented by Salvini
wearing the jersey of his favourite team and holding a pizza box. The intimacy of the
message helps to reinforce the stereotypical reassuring roles of a father-son relationship. Moreover, in the background it is possible to notice the presence of toys typically
associated with females such as a pink house that actually belong to Salvini’s daughter.
This representation clearly supports the idea of heteronormality that implies a strict
distinction between gender roles.
Figure 7 shows how Salvini presents his own leadership through the visual element
which, even in this case, is the cover of a newspaper article where he is portrayed from
a side view with a serious expression and pointing his finger – metaphorically – against
the NGO Sea Watch showing a non-negotiable attitude. Indeed, this post was delivered
during the Aquarius immigration crisis. Salvini is well-known for his strict policies
against immigration that are perfectly summarized in the text of this post. The text is
a statement that is not meant to be questioned, since Salvini says that he will never
give immigrants his permission to disembark. Furthermore, this combination of visual
and textual features seems to be perfectly coherent with his nickname il Capitano (the
Captain).
This nickname undoubtedly helps Salvini to portray himself as a strong man, a firm
and strict leader who has the power and determination to act, as shown in Figure 8.
This tweet shows how Salvini perfectly embodies the populist leader, given that he
is among the people, and he is reassuring them. Moreover, it is important to highlight
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Figure 7. Salvini’s Instagram post 20 June 2019 (Headline: Salvini: “Sea Watch snubs the rules and
trades in humans”. Post: I won’t give permission to disembark to those who couldn’t care less about rules
and trade in human beings. I won’t give permission now or at Christmas or on New Year’s Eve. Full
strop. #closedharbours)

Figure 8. Salvini’s tweet 4 November 2018 (Now at #Terracina (Latina) where the #roughweather has
brought death and destruction, but where there is also a strong Community that does not give up. The
government will give the necessary help with 250 million [euros] to rebuild and bring a little bit of serenity to those who are suffering)

his habit – while serving as Minister of the Interior – to dress as if he were a member of
various categories of law enforcement to personify and convey security. In this specific
case, he is wearing a firefighter uniform to reassure the people in the picture who, as
the text suggests, were victims of rough weather.
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Salvini’s attitude of dressing up (he also dressed up as a policeman and other law enforcement agencies), something that he shares with many authoritarian leaders (Saviano 2019), his staged interest of being among ordinary people, helping them out actively,
is a way of asserting his defiance of traditional, elite ways of enacting power, fulfilling
the expectations of a masculine populist leader.
4.3. Giorgia Meloni
The analysis of Meloni’s posts highlights the strong patriotism of this leader and
her party Fratelli d’Italia. This characteristic is highly visible through the presence of
flags but also through the textual references that are present in all the following posts.
Patriotism is often combined with the fight against immigration and the alleged Islamization of Italy, with a particular focus on women’s treatment in Islamic societies, a
flagship – together with the fear for the “homosexual agenda” – of radical right populist
ideology (Mudde 2019: 140-141), to increase fear in their electorate.
Figure 9 shows Meloni’s leadership portrayal while she is delivering her speech at
Atreju 2019 (an event that Meloni has organized every year in Rome since 1998). She
has a firm expression combined with the rigid position of her arm and hand suggesting
inflexibility; her index finger pointing at the Italian flag suggests determination that
– the accompanying text reveals – concerns her opposition to the possibility for immigrants to obtain Italian citizenship. Consequently, Meloni portrays herself as a charismatic leader with firm positions, especially as regards the defence of national identity.
Meloni’s non-negotiable positions involve a wider range of traditional values including religion and family. Indeed, in Figure 10 Meloni – in her speech delivered at an

Figure 9. Meloni’s Instagram post 29 September 2019 (Headline: Meloni leads the uprising against the
invasion. Post: The coalition government (PD and 5SM) is busy promoting the law that automatically
grants citizenship to immigrants. Fratelli d’Italia is already activated: on Thursday we will be outside
Parliament to collect signatures in order to stop this disaster. #NoIusSoli)
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event organized in 2019 by her party
Fratelli d’Italia, but also by Salvini’s
Lega, Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and
the neofascist movement CasaPound
– summarizes her ideology through
the words, “We will defend God,
Homeland and family!”. These three
cornerstones need to be patriotically
defended from Islamization, which –
in her view – threatens Italian society
and especially women. This approach
is strictly connected to the concept
of Femonationalism (Mudde 2019:
140). This concept focuses on the idea
that women and women’s rights are
threatened by a global Islamic “invasion” (ibid.). The defence of Italian
roots and traditions is also realized
in the visual text by the words Italian
Pride visible on the stage where MelFigure 10. Meloni’s tweet 23 October 2019 (We will
always fight for our values, our roots, our traditions
oni is delivering her speech. These
against the process of the Islamization of Italy and Euwords could be considered even as an
rope. We will never bow to that nihilist mindset that
wants to destroy our identity. We will defend God,
implicit attempt by Meloni to build
Homeland and family!)
a dichotomic opposition between the
values of her party – especially those
concerning the traditional family –
and the values of the LGBTQ+ community, since Pride in an expression widely used by
this latter community, as well.
Italian identity, strength and determination are visible also in Figure 11 depicting
Meloni from behind, facing both her supporters and a huge Italian flag. In the data
collected, this visual representation strategy is often adopted to convey a sense of closeness, unity between the populist leader and his/her people, usually reinforced by the
presence of symbolic elements such as flags (Geva 2018; Lorenzetti 2020). It is also
interesting to notice how the white part of the Italian flag is perfectly blended with Meloni’s white t-shirt. This visual element highlights Meloni’s patriotism and her embodiment of the people’s will as a populist leader. Indeed, this post was delivered after Meloni was attacked and labelled as a populist during the political talk show Dimartedì.
As a result, she defends herself from this accusation, but at the same time she claims
and underlines her populist and nationalist leadership through these visual elements.
Meloni performs masculinity traits mainly through expressiveness to represent herself as a resolute, reliable, and concrete leader; these characteristics are mitigated because she also performs the more traditional role of woman and mother that reassures
her electorate.
However, her piece de resistance – similarly to other far-right right politicians
(Mudde 2019: 138-145) – is the defence of the traditional family against feminism,
the LGBTQ+ community and their threats to stability (ibid.: 140). Indeed, she uses
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Figure 11. Meloni’s Instagram post 11 November 2015 (It is not populist to say that Renzi’s government
gives a pittance when it allocates 600 million to fight poverty that correspond to 40 cents per day for each
of the 4.1 million poor Italians, while it gives 37.5 euro per day to each immigrant asylum seeker. For us,
Italians come first, before everything and everyone)

Figure 12. Meloni’s Instagram post 8 December 2020 (Happy Immaculate Conception. Even when preparing the Christmas tree, the nativity scene and decorating our houses during the festivities, it is possible to help a lot of companies and workers in this sector that have difficulties: at Christmas buy Italian)

her role of mother strategically (e.g. Figure 12), in order to legitimize her purportedly reasonable positions against issues such as gay adoptions or surrogate pregnancy.
The visual elements in Figure 12 show that Meloni is clearly performing the role of
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the mother since her daughter is present in the picture. Furthermore, she represents
herself as a common mother who is careful to maintain traditions (on December 8th the
Italian people usually decorate the Christmas tree and assemble a nativity scene). In
addition, the textual resources reveal that Meloni cleverly connects her family role as
mother to her institutional role as political leader that is interested in helping Italian
workers.
4.4. Marine Le Pen
The analysis of Le Pen’s posts reveals that she is the populist leader who makes
numerous explicit references and appeals to ‘the people’ and the nation highlighted by
patriotic symbols visible in Figures 14, 15 and 16. Since her party is well-known for its
xenophobic positions (van Kessel 2015: 45), her rhetoric often involves the protection
of the French identity against the Islamic vision of society, with a particular focus on
women’s conditions that recall the concept of Femonationalism (Mudde 2019: 140).
Moreover, her formal style (e.g. sober dressing style) and attitude single her out
from other leaders. In the collected data, Le Pen seems to use her family role as mother
in a less strategic way. However, like Meloni, she exploits her being a woman purposefully to reinforce and legitimize her positions about issues such as gay marriages and
adoptions. In addition, she aims to depict herself as a strong and independent woman
who, at the same time, is aligned to a conservative way of thinking.
Figure 13 shows how she attacks a specific type of extremist feminism during International Women’s Day. Strategically, she generalizes and simplifies a complex phenomenon by undermining its importance, and implicitly defends male roles in society.
Indeed, as already mentioned in our analysis on Meloni, contemporary feminism is
perceived by far-right politicians as a threat to the nation since it can undermine fundamental traditional values (e.g. the heterosexual traditional family and traditional gender roles) (ibid.). It should be specified that Figure 13 clearly does not include visual elements (like other tweets present in the corpora regarding Le Pen), since tweets do not
necessarily include pictures; Wignell et al. (2021: 205, 217), in a comparison between
Obama’s and Trump’s use of Twitter, identify an underuse of images in Donald Trump’s
tweets and an over exposition of himself, when he adds an image to the text. However,
it is an exemplifying tweet that shows how right-wing populist leaders can perform
masculinity traits without the
support of visual elements.
Figure 14 shows Le Pen on
a stage from behind while she
is speaking in front of an audience waving many French flags
which, when combined with the
hashtag #ChoisirLaFrance, are
a clear display of patriotism.
This particular framing is a
show of strength (already seen
Figure 13. Le Pen’s tweet 8 March 2020 (To all French womin Meloni’s Figure 11), since
en: never allow political correctness to impose a reduction of
not only does it allow Le Pen to
your rights! And never allow pseudo-feminists to express their
hatred for men in your name # International Women’s Day)
portray herself as a charismatic
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Figure 14. Le Pen’s Instagram post 1 May 2017 (The 7th of May vote for a free people, for the Republic,
and for France! #MarineatVillepinte #ChooseFrance)

leader (she is in front of many
people who support her, and she
is also highlighted by the lights
on the stage), but also to depict
the powerfulness and the unity
of her party and supporters. The
post was delivered during the
presidential campaign of 2017;
consequently, the text is a patriotic appeal to French people
who should choose her – because
of her strong and reliable leadership supported by the visual
elements of this post – in order
to preserve their freedom and
French identity.
In Figure 15 Le Pen exposes
her leadership representation.
The image shows Le Pen with a
red jacket and a blue blouse that
recall the two French flags on
her left and her party logo (see Figure 15. Le Pen’s tweet 26 March 2017 (I am a free woman, who does not have to return favours, who does not have to
Figure 16). She is framed from thank the media or a big commander-in-chief!)
afar giving us the possibility to
focus also on the audience. The text frames her as an independent woman, as well as a
strong leader who is not tied to nor supported by the press and lobbies: a shared feature
of populist disdain of the elites. Independence is a crucial aspect in Le Pen’s self-repre-

72

ESTER DI SILVESTRO - MARCO VENUTI

Figure 16. Le Pen’s tweet 6 September 2020 (I launch an appeal to all the French,
to all those people who have understood that what is established is an important societal choice and even a choice of civilization. It is a choice on which our security, our
freedom and even our identity depend”. #FrenchWakeup)

sentation; indeed, in the corpus she also makes historical references to Joan of Arc, the
French national heroine who symbolizes strength and courage, two qualities that she
puts at the service of her country. This post too was delivered during the French presidential campaign in 2017; as a result, her self-representation as an independent and
strong leader is useful in presenting her as the right presidential candidate to choose.
Moreover, we can observe the presence of several blue roses in the background. The
blue rose was the symbol of Le Pen’s electoral campaign in 2017 (Geva 2018) and indicates her strategic employment of gendered symbolism used to successfully combine the
performances of both hegemonic masculinity and femininity (Geva 2018; 2020).
The post in Figure 16 was delivered during her comeback speech in 2020 – after
the summer break – to her party at Fréjus. The visual elements are very similar to the
ones already observed in Figure 15; however, in Figure 16 the Rassemblement National’s logo and the hashtag #FrenchWakeup are particularly visible. Indeed, as it is also
possible to notice from the text of the tweet, she is already starting to campaign for the
next presidential election. It is also worth mentioning that the image in the background
shows water. This could be a reference to the alluvial plain of Fréjus, but it could be
also a reference to the powerfulness of Marine Le Pen and her party metaphorically
represented through the source domain (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) of water which is an
unstoppable force of nature.
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4.5. Boris Johnson
The analysis of the data shows that Johnson presents himself with a less aggressive
attitude in comparison to other leaders such as Trump and Salvini. However, he shares
some characteristics with them. For instance, Figure 17 recalls a similar peculiar and
ironic attitude already seen in Trump’s Figure 1.

Figure 17. Johnson’s Instagram post 24 December 2020

In the post he boasts about the closing of the Brexit deal, a historic turning point
for the UK, in an excessively open (e.g. arms wide open and thumbs up) and non-institutional manner (e.g. creased shirt and crooked tie due to his excessive pose), setting
himself apart from traditional elites.
Moreover, he shares Salvini’s habit of dressing so as to represent a specific category
of people – in order to demonstrate closeness to that particular category and to instil
security – as we can see in Figures 18 and 19. In Figure 18, Johnson is dressed up as a
worker with a smiling and reassuring expression, who is working, as the text explains,
to help a hospital to prepare for winter, checking that funding is spent properly. Indeed,
all the posts present in the corpus where he is dressed up aim to represent Johnson as
commander-in-chief who has everything under control.
Johnson’s similarity to both Trump and Salvini is due to the fact that the Tories are
currently shifting towards right-wing populism. Indeed, the visual data in Johnson’s
corpus often portray Boris Johnson among the people (e.g. at local markets such as
Grimsby Fish Market) with a familiar and close approach. In addition to his physical
closeness to the people, he represents himself as a man of the people by posting pictures
of himself eating traditional meals (e.g. full English breakfast). In this regard, Figure
19 – a post delivered a day before the 2019 United Kingdom general election – shows
a picture of Johnson while he is cooking a traditional dish (probably a shepherd’s pie).
The combination of other visual elements – specifically the writing on the apron – and
the text reveals that Johnson metaphorically represents himself as a chef who will
finally deliver Brexit.
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Figure 18. Johnson’s Instagram post 11 August 2020

Figure 19. Johnson’s Instagram post 11 December 2019

Figure 20 shows Johnson on a stage while he is speaking with a serious expression.
It is important to highlight the position of his raised arm and especially of his index
finger; indeed, the finger could be directed to the audience but at the same time it is connected to the categorical statements expressed in the text concerning the United Kingdom’s future regarding Brexit. On the one hand, the text in the picture is an electoral
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Figure 20. Johnson’s Instagram post 24 June 2019

promise (the post was delivered in the transition period between May’s resignation
and Johnson’s election) that presents Johnson’s strict and non-negotiable point of view
about Brexit. On the other hand, the text in the actual Instagram post metaphorically
likens the process of finally getting Brexit done to a march in the desert. Consequently,
Johnson presents himself (and Brexit supporters) as a resolute man capable of withstanding suffering in order to achieve his goal.
Many collected posts focus on Brexit and COVID-19. Consequently, Johnson’s main
aim is to reassure people since he is on the front line to resolve and deal with these
economic problems and health emergency. Milizia (2020), analysing metaphorical expressions used by British Prime Ministers on the UK/EU relationship, comments on the
need of compromise and cooperation, which, regardless of the Brexit rhetoric, are signs
of strength and not weakness for the UK political activities in these difficult times.
5. Concluding remarks
The analysis of all the collected tweets and the features highlighted in the posts in
Section 4 reveals how the selected political leaders commonly build their public persona, their charisma, and ultimately their leadership also through the (self)representation of typical traits associated with populist masculinity; these include – as already
mentioned in Section 2 – a personality cult, an assertive, direct, and yet authoritarian
style of communication, a direct connection with the people, a representation, enhanced
by social media, of populist leaders as ‘one of us’, a use of common sense, a display of
linguistic and social behaviours which belong to the people. All these features contribute to their self-representation as charismatic leaders who understand the needs of the
people and oppose otherness, be it corrupt elites, immigrants, or the LGBTQ+ community, by taking immediate action and providing simple and commonsensical solutions.
The multimodal critical discourse analysis shows that all leaders enact masculinity
traits through physical appearance. For instance, through an aggressive, authoritarian
and firm pose, body language (e.g. pointing finger), gaze and facial expression (see Fig-
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ures 3, 4, 7, 9, 11, 14 and 20). It is also important to highlight that all leaders – except
Boris Johnson – strategically employ their family role (e.g. mother, father and grandfather) in order to support their self-representation as populist common men/women.
Boris Johnson is the only leader who does not use this strategy. This could be due to
the fact that Johnson does not share all right-wing populist values (e.g. the defence of
traditional family and traditional gender roles), since the Conservative Party, while recently shifting towards right-wing populist attitudes, still remains a centre-right party.
In order to represent themselves as common men who share people’s values and habits,
both Matteo Salvini and Boris Johnson often represent themselves among the people
in everyday situations and as men of action in times of need (see Figures 8 and 18). As
a result, these leaders seem to perform populist masculinity in a similar way despite
their different cultural contexts.
In the analysis, we have also highlighted how both Meloni and Le Pen – as far-right
female politicians – accomplish the same results as their male counterparts through
a strategic mixture of political masculinity and femininity. Specifically, their self-representation focuses on both masculine power and hegemonic femininity (Geva 2020).
In order to accomplish this balance, the analysis shows that Meloni and Le Pen make
frequent appeals to the Nation, also through recurring national symbols such as the
display of flags, more frequently than male populist leaders, probably to make up for
their femininity.
Populism is a complex and varied phenomenon which has its ramifications and different characterizations according to the specific socio-economic and cultural context.
Furthermore, as was already mentioned in Section 3, the analysed data cannot be considered as a representative sample of all the context-specific characteristics of populism that the selected politicians combine with the feature of hegemonic masculinity.
Nevertheless, we have seen how populist masculinity can be employed as an additional
analytical lens through which we can study the populist phenomenon; indeed, it is a
useful lens that makes it possible to magnify and explain some of the main and recurring traits of the consensus-building strategies enacted by populist leaders in different
national, socio-cultural and political scenarios, and as an analytical frame of reference
it applies to charismatic leaders regardless of their being male or female politicians.
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